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This dissertation explores the ways in which one kindergarten community of practice supports the active participation 
of a disabled child and their family. It gives a full explanation of active participation as being ecological, pedagogic, 
equitable and inclusive, and suggests what this might look like in practice according to the literature. To explore the 
research question “How can a kindergarten community of practice best support the active participation of a disabled 
child and their family?”, I took an ethnographic case study approach in conjunction with a social constructivist 
methodological rationale. Observations of a focus child were conducted at the kindergarten site as well as that of bush 
kindy over a period of 4 weeks, and were augmented by the use of semi-structured interviews which were conducted 
with the focus child's parents as well as the kindergarten teaching team. The findings demonstrate the elements of active 
participation identified in the Huakina Mai model – ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive – were supported by 
the kindergarten community of practice in a way that enabled the focus child and their family to be fully included as 
well as realise and practice citizenship. The second part explores the prevalent themes of learner identity, pedagogical 
approaches, mana tangata and mana whenua (contribution and belonging), and the environment as the third teacher that 
arose from data analysis. These provide rich contextual information that extends our understanding of what active 
participation, inclusion and citizenship for all can look like in an everyday early childhood setting as a matter of 
fundamental human rights. The significance of this research in offering a unique perspective on, and definition of, the 
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Glossary of terms and abbreviations 
 
Aotearoa – the Māori name for New Zealand. Translated it means 'land of the long white cloud'. 
Ataahua – the pseudonym my case study kindergarten community of practice chose for itself. Ataahua is also the 
Māori word for beautiful. 
awhi – the Māori word for support or embrace. 
bush kindy – this is but one of many names for programmes that allow preschool-aged children to freely play in and 
discover nature while attending, or perhaps as an alternative to, regular early childhood services. Also known in Europe 
as forest kindergarten or forest school.  
early intervention teacher – a specialist teacher who works for Special Education supporting the learning and 
development of preschool-aged children attending everyday early childhood services who have been identified as being 
disabled or otherwise having complex learning needs. 
ECE – early childhood education. 
Education Review Office (ERO) – ERO evaluates and reports on the education and care of children and young people 
attending early childhood services and schools in New Zealand.  
ESW – education support worker. The early childhood version of teacher aides in New Zealand, they are funded by the 
Ministry of Education and employed by Special Education rather than early childhood services or families.  
GSE – Group Special Education. Persistent former terminology for what is currently known as Special Education. 
kaiako – the Māori word for teacher.  
karakia kai – the Māori term for an acknowledgement or grace (karakia) recited before eating food (kai). It is 
sometimes religious or spiritual in nature, but often not. 
kaupapa – the Māori word for message, idea or approach. 
kete – the Māori word for basket or kit. 
kotahitanga – a Māori term that expresses unity, solidarity and togetherness. 
mana – a Māori term that reflects the power, influence and agency we all have as human beings. 
mana tangata – a Māori term that denotes the power of the contributions we all make as active participants in, and 
citizens of, the world around us. 
mana whenua – a Māori term that reflects our right to belong, no matter our background or dis/ability, as active 
participants in, and citizens of, the world around us.  
Māori – describing New Zealand's indigenous people and their culture, language and ways of being, doing and 
knowing. 
māramatanga – a Māori term that describes insight, understanding and meaning making. 
mōhiotanga – a Māori term that describes knowledge, comprehension and awareness. 
National Standards – a framework of guidelines released by the National government in 2010 that sets rigid, inflexible 
expectations of the standards learners in New Zealand need to meet in reading, writing and mathematics during their 
first eight years at school. There is considerable consternation that National Standards are not reponsive to disabled 
learners. There is also concern that the National government is planning to transplant National Standards into early 
childhood education. 
NZDS – the New Zealand Disability Strategy. 
NZEI Te Riu Roa – New Zealand's largest education union representing principals, teachers and support staff in early 
childhood settings and primary schools as well as staff in special education and school advisory services. 
Pasifika – a blanket term that describes people, culture and language originating from the Pacific Islands.  
Plunket – a New Zealand organisation that provides services supporting the health, development and wellbeing of 
children under 5 and their families.  
Polyfest – a festival held in many parts of New Zealand that celebrates Pasifika and Māori culture, especially through 
the medium of performing arts.  
Special Education – department of New Zealand's Ministry of Education that oversees the extra funding and support of 
disabled learners as well as those who may have complex learning needs – now referred to as learning support. 
St John – a New Zealand organisation that provides ambulance services, first aid training, youth programmes, 
community outreach services, event support and medical alarm provision and monitoring. 
tamariki – the Māori word for children.  
tautoko – the Māori word for support or back. 




Te Manukura – the official title of the president of NZEI Te Riu Roa. 
Te Whāriki – New Zealand's national early childhood curriculum document. 
tuakana/teina – a Māori concept that describes the relationship between tuakana (more expert) and teina (less expert) 
participants. Tuakana/teina recognises the importance of ako, or fluidity of learning, and accordingly participants may 
swap roles at any given time.  
tūrangawaewae – a Māori term that describes a place where someone has the right to stand (belong).  
UNCROC – the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child. 
UNCRPD – the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. 
whānau  – the Māori word for family or families.  
whanaungatanga – a Māori term that describes the relationships and sense of connectedness and belonging people gain 
through shared experiences. 
whāngai – a Māori term that describes informal adoption.
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Chapter One: Introduction 
 
 Aotearoa New Zealand's education headlines are frequently dominated by stories of disabled children, 
including those in early childhood education (ECE), being excluded, marginalised and disempowered. The social, 
cultural and political barriers that these children and their families encounter just enrolling in and attending ECE 
settings, let alone fully engaging in learning, can be immense. In this dissertation, I contend that all members of early 
childhood communities of practice have a crucial role to play, and carry a mantle of responsibility, in supporting the 
active participation of disabled children and their families in the everyday programme, culture and curricula of those 
spaces. In order to do this I require a theoretical framework to expand my understanding of participation and inclusion. I 
will draw on current theory to refine my current aspirations for all our tamariki in terms of inclusive teaching and 
learning environments, where everyone is able to realise and practice citizenship as a matter of fundamental human 
rights. 
 
The backstory  
 
 I have a deeply personal interest in pursuing this particular line of inquiry. My son, Stephen, began attending a 
preschool close to our home just prior to his 2nd birthday in August 2008. My husband Dave and I were somewhat 
unsure if Stephen would even be accepted onto their roll as he was what our Plunket nurse had described as 
“developmentally curious”. He had developed according to typical expected milestones until the age of 15 months, at 
which point he lost all of his previously acquired language and retreated into a world of his own making. Dave and I, 
first time parents, wondered if it was just a stage children went through, and we were still waiting for the Stephen of old 
to emerge when we received a call to inform us that a spot had come up for Stephen at the preschool. He had been on 
the waiting list for for some time. Nervously we explained Stephen's difference to the preschool manager, who swept 
aside our concerns and said Stephen would be most welcome at the centre.  
 
 However, the welcome mat that had been so quickly rolled out for Stephen and our family was just as quickly 
rolled away. Barriers, especially of the attitudinal variety, to our active participation in the preschool programme 
became readily apparent. The preschool also aggressively insisted that Stephen's unnamed difference, which they were 
initially so willing to work with, be quantified as they felt they could not support Stephen's continued attendance at the 
preschool without the Special Education resourcing that an official diagnosis would enable. These events coincided 
with the birth of our third child and thus ensued my rapid descent into a vicious cycle of depression and grief. 
Eventually this emotional labour came to an end and I slowly learned to accept and embrace Stephen's difference rather 
than reject and work against it.  
  
By the time Stephen received an official diagnosis of autism spectrum disorder (ASD) in November 2009, 
three months after his third birthday, my eyes were beginning to open to the fact that Stephen was not being included by 
virtue of his physical presence at the preschool, as I had previously thought. The exclusionary culture within the centre 
was such that Stephen's early intervention teacher politely suggested that Dave and I find somewhere else more 
accepting of diverse learners for Stephen to attend. Yet I refused, because I doubted I would find another centre he 
would be 'allowed' to attend. I was so mired in the charity and pity disability discourses (Shakespeare, 2014; Watson, 
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Roulstone & Thomas, 2013) that were so visible in what members of the preschool community said and did that I had 
come to genuinely believe that the preschool was doing Dave and I a favour in allowing poor autistic Stephen to be 
there. So Stephen stayed, as did his experience of discrimination. 
 
 By the time Stephen's last three months at the preschool arrived prior to him starting school, the bubbling 
discrimination had become a festering sore. I had finally realised that Stephen was not respected or valued by almost all 
of the preschool community. A teacher who had been there for a short time that was committed to helping Stephen 
overcome the barriers to learning and participation that he constantly came up against left the preschool, fed up with 
stubborn attitudes and policies that were not responsive to diversity. After this, Stephen's preschool experiences really 
went downhill. He was left to aimlessly wander around each day, and no-one sought to engage him in the programme. 
When questioned about this, the preschool manager said “don't worry, we just want Stephen to enjoy what's left of his 
time with us”. I interpreted this as an indication they were giving up on Stephen, which is precisely what happened. 
Teachers, children and families began openly speaking of Stephen in terms like 'retard', 'thick', 'idiot', 'freak' and 'stupid'. 
A revolving series of teachers began to “deal with” Stephen and his needs, rather  than the one consistent support person 
he had been used to. This caused huge anxiety for him which spilled over into our home life. Stephen's toilet training 
programme that had been so carefully planned out and adhered to was abandoned.  
 
 It was also decided that Stephen's attendance at the preschool was contingent on the presence of his Special 
Education education support worker (ESW). If she could not be there for whatever reason, then neither could Stephen. 
Even if the ESW was scheduled to be there for only an hour of the full day Stephen was enrolled, if she was absent, 
then Stephen had to stay away the entire day. In the end, Stephen was present but that was all. He was not participating, 
engaged or achieving. He had no sense of belonging or that he mattered to his preschool community. He was not vested 
with knowledge of himself as a competent, confident learner and communicator. His difference was neither honoured, 
nor was there a commitment to work with it in meaningful ways. His physical wellbeing might have been assured, but 
his emotional, spiritual and family wellbeing were completely disregarded. Stephen was failed.  
 
 These experiences were difficult for me to make sense of as a parent. I knew things could, and should, be better 
in ECE, but what could I personally do about it? It was too late to effect any change for Stephen's situation as he had 
moved onto school – a wonderfully inclusive one at that, for which my battle weary heart was extremely glad. I 
eventually saw a space for myself to become the sort of teacher that Stephen, and disabled children like him, needed 
and so often do not get. I felt that I would be able to draw from my personal experiences and understandings as a parent 
to inform my professional practice as an educator. I went to teacher's college and after graduating with my early 
childhood teaching degree combined work as a teacher with further study towards my Postgraduate Diploma in 
Teaching and then my Master of Education.  
 
The current political context in Aotearoa New Zealand 
 
 The various political barriers disabled children and their families face in simply accessing early childhood 
education in Aotearoa New Zealand, let alone that which might afford their active participation, inclusion and 
citizenship, are troubling. Section 8 of New Zealand's Education Act (1989) refers to “people who have special 
educational needs (whether because of disability or otherwise) have the same rights to enrol and receive education in 
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state schools as people who do not”. There is no mention of the rights of children (whether disabled or not) to enrol at 
and attend early childhood services, as ECE is not part of the compulsory education sector. This makes ECE contestable 
and open to various interpretations of what constitutes participation for disabled children. 
 
 The vision of the New Zealand Disability Strategy (NZDS) (Office for Disability Issues, 2001) is of a society 
that highly values and continually enhances the full participation of disabled people in the lives of their local 
communities. Objective 3 in particular mentions providing the 'best' education possible for disabled people, but fails to 
elaborate on what that can or should look like. On the surface of it, the NZDS appears to be more inclusive of disabled 
children attending ECE services by using the term 'education' rather than 'schools', although ECE itself is not explicitly 
referred to once in the document. This means that, like the Education Act, the NZDS makes ECE contestable and open 
to interpretation, and disabled children and their families within it are rendered invisible.  
 
 The United Nations Convention on the Rights of People with Disabilities (UNCRPD), which New Zealand 
ratified in 2008, acknowledges the right of people with disabilities to education, without discrimination, on the basis of 
equal opportunity with the purpose of achieving “the full development of human potential and sense of dignity and self-
worth, and the strengthening of respect for human rights, fundamental freedoms and human diversity” (United Nations, 
2006, Article 24). The current National government's assertion that New Zealand has a highly inclusive education 
system where all disabled children can learn, grow and participate alongside their peers in everyday, non-segregated 
settings is a highly contentious one. New Zealand based research (Macartney, 2009; Purdue, 2004; Purdue, Gordon-
Burns, Rarere-Briggs, Stark & Turnock, 2011) as well as a multitude of narratives from disabled learners and their 
families (https://autismandoughtisms.wordpress.com; www.bat-bean-beam.blogspot.co.nz; 
http://publicaddress.net/access/) suggest there are frequently insurmountable barriers to being, knowing and doing 
experienced at all levels that negatively impact on the ability of disabled learners to realise their right to a quality 
inclusive education. This is despite having diversity-friendly curricula in place that should theoretically be able to 
counter these if the will and commitment to do so by the people enacting them is there.  
 
 The previous Labour government's vision for early childhood education in Aotearoa New Zealand, as outlined 
in Pathways to the Future: Ngā Huarahi Arataki, A 10-Year Strategic Plan for Early Childhood Education (2002), was 
to improve the quality of ECE services, promote collaborative relationships and increase participation in ECE, no 
matter what a child's background or circumstances. In 2013 the current National government set itself the challenge of 
98% of children starting school in 2016 having participated in 'quality' ECE (State Services Commission, 2013). Their 
major focus in developing this target was Māori and Pasifika learners and/or those from economically disadvantaged 
backgrounds, as they recognised that those sub-groups of children in particular were more likely to be disengaged from 
attending, and participating in, quality ECE. Discussion on disability is absent, and disabled learners are not considered 
as being a sub-group of children who might be alienated from attending and participating in quality ECE. Worryingly, 
the government's definition of 'participation' appears to be focused more on enrolment and attendance – boosting 
numbers – than it is ensuring all learners and their families have equitable access to the participation and learning 
opportunities bound up in inclusive and high quality early childhood settings. 
 
 Aotearoa New Zealand's early childhood curriculum document Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) 
offers inclusive approaches to the active participation of disabled children and their families in everyday early 
childhood settings, based on ethical, bicultural and relational understandings of teaching and learning. It was written 
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with the express intention of challenging and refuting a 'one size fits all' approach to children under 5 and their 
development (Carr & May, 1993). However, Te Whāriki does not explicitly address the role that early childhood 
education plays in reproducing inequity and exclusion regarding disability. This is especially so where disabled children 
are explicitly identified and referred to in the document as “children who have special needs”. This separatist language 
or 'specialese' serves to marginalise and exclude disabled children and their families, despite the inclusive intent of the 
document (Macartney, 2014). The current (late 2016/early 2017) update of Te Whāriki has involved rewriting the 
curriculum, which has been released in draft form to the sector (Ministry of Education, 2016a). While it is pleasing to 
note that references to “children who have special needs” have been removed, its original authors and representatives of 
the wider early childhood sector holds grave concerns that the updated draft curriculum appears to be more prescriptive 
of expected learning outcomes (May, personal communication, 25 September 2016; Oakly, personal communication, 28 
October 2016). This would perhaps pave the way for the introduction of National Standards into early childhood 
settings, which would be anathema to the way we do things in ECE, and would be of particular disquiet to disabled 
children and their families as an entirely inappropriate measure of their learning and participation according to ECE 
definitions of such. It also appears to be far less diversity friendly as a result, and it remains yet to be seen what will 
become of the Te Whāriki of old in how it has traditionally underpinned inclusive early childhood education since its 
inception.  
 
 The Ministry of Education’s Success for All policy (2010) actively promotes the inclusion of all children in 
school settings. Its Statement of Intent recognises that children with 'special' education needs (described as those who 
need extra support because of “a physical disability, a sensory impairment, a learning or communication delay, a social, 
emotional or behavioural difficulty, or a combination of these”) have difficulty actively participating in everyday 
education settings without appropriate supports in place. It also expresses a desire to increase participation rates for 
disabled children while maintaining high quality education provision for all. ECE is not part of the discussion, yet the 
ideas of presence, participation, achievement, engagement and belonging emerging from it are equally as relevant and 
important to disabled learners in ECE settings, who grow up to be disabled learners in primary and secondary settings. 
The Ministry's operationalisation of participation as disabled learners enrolling at and attending everyday services is of 
particular concern when the literature suggests active participation points more to equitable, inclusive education for all, 
not just some (Gabel & Danforth, 2008; Slee, 2011).  
 
In search of a theoretical framework 
 
 I was immediately drawn to the participation model Huakina Mai offered by Glynne Mackey and the late 
Colleen Lockie (2012). It was originally designed as a framework through which to critically examine issues of 
economic disadvantage and how these impacted on affected children and their families being able to actively participate 
and practice citizenship within ECE settings. However, the parallels with disabled children not being able to engage as 
full citizens in ECE settings was striking. It provides a critique of the current government's focus on participation as 
enrolment and attendance, and instead suggests –  
 
 Participation does not equate with active participation....Kaiako who understand these distinctions are likely to 
engage in participation for citizenship discourses that acknowledge that children have agency. This knowledge allows 





 This approach provides a valid lens through which to critically examine disability in the same context. There 
are four levels of participation in ECE settings according to the Huakina Mai model. The first level is enrolment – 
where children are enrolled at an early childhood service. The second level is attendance –children regularly attend an 
early childhood service. The third level is ecological participation, where “children and their families engage in a range 
of experiences offered by the early childhood education setting” (p.85). Finally, the fourth level is active participation, 
which is defined as being ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive in nature. Accordingly, tamariki and their 
whānau actively engage in decision making related to daily matters, curriculum/programme, and management and 
goverance. They are thus able to make a difference to the experiences that are offered with the early childhood 
education setting, and they practise citizenship (Mackey & Lockie, 2012). Yet one of its authors, Glynne Mackey, 
advised me that the model had not been applied in research before. Glynne recommended that I look to the works of 
British early childhood education researcher Peter Moss in particular, whose work she and Colleen Lockie had drawn 
on when devising the model, to expand on my understandings of what active participation might look like in practice 
(Mackey, personal communication, 12 May 2016). 
 
 It has been a long, hard and often painful road that I have navigated translating my personal knowledge as a 
Mum into professional practice as a teacher and researcher. The highly inclusive culture and community Stephen and 
our wider family have enjoyed at school since he started there in 2011 stands in sharp relief to the demoralising 
neverending battle we faced in Stephen's early childhood years to have him recognised and valued as being one in his 
humanity with his peers. He was not supported to actively participate in, or have an effect on, the things that mattered to 
him at his preschool. Instead, he was situated as a 'problem' by that community and from there the deficit thinking and 
constructions of his dis/ability flowed agonisingly thick and fast for our family. I did not dare to imagine better for 
Stephen and that apathy still grates at me now. Engaging in the research, I think, will further demonstrate the 
possibilities for inclusive early childhood communities of practice when all its members are 'on the same page' with 
regards to the rights, not needs, of disabled children and their families to actively participate, belong and have a true 




  In this dissertation, I aim to demonstrate how one particular kindergarten community of practice supported the 
active participation of a disabled child and their family in the hope that members of other early childhood settings, be 
they teachers, parents, children or whoever else, see possibilities for themselves to transform their thinking and practice 
around supporting the active participation, inclusion and citizenship of disabled children and their families. Chapter 
Two will review relevant literature that underpins my theoretical understandings of Disability Studies in Education 
(DSE), communities of practice (particularly in early childhood settings), and how such communities might support the 
active participation, inclusion and citizenship of disabled children and their families. This will be followed in Chapter 
Three by a discussion of the methodology and method employed in the execution of the dissertation, with particular 
reference to why I chose the methodologies and method that I did, and their relevance in answering my research 
question in a meaningful way. Chapter Four will explore my findings with regard to what active participation, inclusion 
and the realisation and practice of citizenship for disabled children and their families in everyday early childhood 
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settings looks like, and how members of inclusive communities of practice can support this happening. Finally, Chapter 
Five will answer my research question in examining the multiple connections between the various elements and themes 
that comprised active participation for my focus child and their family, while also considering next steps in terms of 












 This chapter critically examines research literature that describes sociocultural and political understandings of 
participation within education settings, early childhood communities of practice, and how members within these work 
together to support the active participation of disabled children and their families. Initially the chapter summarises the 
origins and proliferation of the body of literature on Disability Studies in Education (DSE), which is followed by 
examining divergent understandings of what constitutes participation in a quality education for all. The chapter then 
analyses the concept of communities of practice, particularly in relation to early childhood settings, and considers how 
members of early childhood communities of practice can 'be on the same page' in supporting the active participation of 
disabled children and their families. Active participation, according to the Huakina Mai model (Mackey & Lockie, 
2012), moves beyond dominant ideas that position participation as mere enrolment and attendance, and is concerned 
with participation that is ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive in nature. Finally, the chapter discusses the 
research question that emerged from this literature review.  
 
Disability Studies in Education 
 
 Disability Studies in a broad sense refers to the examination of disability as a social, cultural, and political 
construct (Watson, Roulstone & Thomas, 2013). In contrast to the medical model of disability, Disability Studies 
emphasises the ways in which disability is defined, socially mediated and made visible within communities and society. 
Disability Studies rejects the notion of disability as an impairment that limits a person's ability and humanity. Disability, 
therefore, is not a defining feature of a person, or a personal problem that has to be fixed or cured. Instead, it is a 
concept that is caused by, and finds meaning within, social, cultural and political contexts (Gabel & Danforth, 2008).  
 
 A key characteristic of Disability Studies in Education (DSE) as a sub-discipline of Disability Studies is 
mapping the evolution of the medical and social models of disability, and how these impact on our current 
understandings of impairment and disability in the context of education (Valle & Connor, 2011). Others include 
critically examining the dynamics of power relationships, scrutinising the model of 'special' education as an inadequate 
and inappropriate response to respecting and valuing the alterity of disabled learners in the context of inclusive 
education systems, promulgating social justice perspectives that advocate for the participation, learning, inclusion and 
citizenship of all learners, and privileging the interests and voices of disabled learners in their education (Baglieri, 
Valle, Connor & Gallagher, 2010; Morton, 2014; Runswick-Cole & Hodge, 2009). Equitable, meaningful access to a 
quality inclusive education for disabled learners is put forward as a matter of fundamental human rights.  
 
 Under the Disability Studies 'umbrella', of which DSE is a part, are researchers and groups which foreground 
social relational perspectives on disability. Social relational understandings of disability, from a DSE standpoint, focus 
on the creation and reproduction of disability and the education settings in which this takes place (Reindal, 2008; 
Thomas, 2004). There are a number of parallels with social constructivist perspectives. These underpin this project and 
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a comprehensive definition of such may be found in Chapter Three with reference to the methodological rationale.  
 
 DSE also emphasises the inherently political nature of education and the political struggle to realise an 
inclusive education for disabled learners (Gabel & Danforth, 2008; Slee, 2011). The literature argues that teachers, 
educationalists and members of education communities all need to actively examine and engage with political systems, 
structures and decision-making, as well as the individuals who are part of these, rather than passively accepting these 
processes as inevitable and unable to be challenged (Fielding, 2014; Fielding & Moss, 2010; Moss, 2005). This creates 
a richer and more vibrant picture of disability in the context of inclusive education as it highlights both educational 
theory, as well as the lived realities of disabled learners and their families (Connor, Gabel, Gallagher & Morton, 2008; 
Macartney, 2008a). These ideas, of which I have experience as a parent, teacher and inclusive education advocate, very 
much inform the theoretical underpinnings of this dissertation.  
 
What constitutes participation?  
 
 The Huakina Mai participation model (Mackey & Lockie, 2012) used for this dissertation asserts that there are 
four levels of participation in early childhood settings. The first of these is enrolment, or children are enrolled in an 
early childhood service. The second is attendance, with children regularly attending that early childhood service. It is at 
these levels that the government in the Aotearoa New Zealand context pegs participation in early childhood education 
with their narrow focus on getting greater numbers of children under 5 partaking in 'quality' ECE (Ministry of 
Education, 2016b). This is, of course, a noble concept and the literature reviewed all states that participation in quality 
ECE benefits children's learning with a number of indicative lifelong outcomes (Education Counts, 2012). However, 
some of the literature reviewed was also of the opinion that making quality ECE a 'numbers game' without unpacking, 
critically reflecting and consciously working on ensuring that quality and making it visible did far more harm than good 
for children (Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 1999; Dahlberg, Moss & Pence, 2007). There is also grave concern that disabled 
children and their families are not part of the political conversation on marginalised groups who might be alienated 
from participating in quality ECE, despite an apparent commitment on the part of the government to work towards 
achieving a fully inclusive education system at all levels (Macartney, 2016). In short, enrolment and attendance are not 
regarded in the literature as constituting legitimate participation. 
 
 The third level of participation outlined in the Huakina Mai model is ecological participation, or children and 
their families engaging in a variety of experiences offered by an early childhood service (Mackey & Lockie, 2012). This 
level establishes a foothold in inclusive practice with all children and their families being able to partake in the activities 
facilitated within a service. Aotearoa New Zealand's Ministry of Education measures inclusive ECE according to this 
broad definition (Ministry of Education, 2015). The literature suggests that this kind of participation is widely accepted 
as services 'doing inclusion' (Booth, Ainscow & Kingston, 2006; Macartney, 2008b; Macartney & Morton, 2013). 
While it is a step in the right direction, ecological participation on its own lacks a depth of understanding in terms of 
what is required for disabled children and their families to democratically participate in the culture and curriculum of an 
early childhood service in a way that supports the realisation and practice of citizenship (Fielding, 2016; Gordon-Burns, 




 This is addressed within the context of the final level of participation detailed in Huakina Mai, active 
participation, which is described as being ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive in nature. In practice it means 
“children and their families actively engage in decision making related to daily matters, curriculum/programme, and 
management and governance. They are thus able to male a difference to the experiences that are offered within the early 
childhood education setting, and thereby practice citizenship” (Mackey & Lockie, 2012, p85). Active participation 
weaves democratic values through the culture, curriculum and learning found in an inclusive setting (Fielding, 2014; 
Moss, 2007; Moss, 2014). It sees all children, including those with disabilities, as active co-creators in learning rather 
than passive recipients of knowledge. Active participation supports disabled children and their families to be valued and 
visible contributors to decision making processes in inclusive early childhood settings (Gordon-Burns et al, 2012; Lee, 
Carr, Soutar & Mitchell, 2013; Macartney, 2011; Ministry of Education, 1996). They are able to feel a sense of 
belonging and community within such settings. The spaces themselves as well as the people who live, work and learn 
within them have the resources, understanding, values and commitment to provide equitable, inclusive access to a 
quality education for disabled children and their families. Ensuring this is seen as everyone's responsibility, including 
other children (Fielding, 2015; Fielding & Moss, 2010). Moreover, active participation is an ethical, political and moral 
act, as well as a social justice and human rights issue (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Gabel & Danforth, 2008; Moss, 2005; 
Noddings, 2013; Thornton & Brunton, 2015).  
 
Inclusive early childhood communities of practice  
 
 Communities of practice form when people come together to learn and grow for a particular reason (Wenger, 
1998). From an ECE perspective, inclusive communities of practice arise when children, families and teachers have 
membership of and can actively participate and practice citizenship within a particular early childhood setting. All 
members of such settings are 'on the same page' with regard to the full inclusion of disabled children and their families 
and the rights-based thinking that underpins this (Fielding, 2014; Moss, 2007). 'Doing inclusion' is not just seen as the 
teacher's role, but rather the collective responsibility of the entire community of practice, and members seek to support 
and learn from each other with the aim of building and maintaining an inclusive teaching and learning environment for 
all (Booth et al, 2006; Fielding, 2016; Purdue, 2009).  
 
 An inclusive early childhood community of practice has three vital characteristics. The first concerns the 
domain, or the shared purpose and identity members have come together for (Wenger, 2000). Membership thus implies 
a commitment to meaningfully learning and growing together in the spirit of inclusion and citizenship for all (Fielding 
& Moss, 2010). This shared sense of capability and competence differentiates an inclusive community of practice from 
people being physically present in a space designated as an early childhood service (Moss & Petrie, 2002; Macartney, 
2009; Purdue, 2009; Purdue et al, 2011). The second concerns the community, or democratic engagement in the 
everyday activities, decision-making processes and learning to be found within an inclusive early childhood community 
of practice (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss, 2007). No member is held as being more or less important than another, and 
it is recognised that all members have a valuable contribution to make in weaving together the fabric, or essence, of that 
setting. The third and final concerns the relationships-based practice with which members share ideas, knowledge and 
experience in a way that enables them to develop as practitioners of democracy (Fielding, 2014; Fielding, 2016; Lee et 
al, 2013; Ministry of Education, 1996; Wenger, 1998). This is not something that just happens by chance – members 
purposefully engage with such thinking. Cultivating these three elements alongside one another with purpose is what 
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sets an inclusive early childhood community of practice apart from an everyday early childhood service in terms of 
building a genuine sense of community and belonging.  
 
Ecological participation  
 
 Ecological participation as a term according to Mackey & Lockie's definition is barely addressed in the 
literature, particularly with regard to inclusive early childhood settings. In a broad sense, Peter Moss and Pat Petrie in 
their seminal work 'From children's services to children's spaces: Public policy, children and childhood' advocated for a 
shift to understanding such settings as children's spaces, which can then be considered as loci for learning opportunities 
of many different kinds (Moss & Petrie, 2002). This may go beyond the social and cultural learning traditionally valued 
in early childhood education, and encompass economic, political, ethical, moral and aesthetic possibilities (Edwards, 
Gandini & Forman, 2011; Fielding & Moss, 2010; Thornton & Brunton, 2015). Ecological participation here is defined 
by the children and adults who are part of the setting deciding on what those opportunities are together, with diversity 
being honoured as a fundamental cornerstone of decision making processes (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss, 2014). 
There is nothing inevitable about ecological participation in this context – it is a fluid and dynamic process open to 
constant renegotiation and reconfiguring (Dahlberg et al, 2007; Macartney, 2011). Associació de Mestres Rosa Sensat 
(2005, p10 in Moss, 2007) thought of ecological participation in this sense through the lens of the early childhood 
setting being “a place for everyone, a meeting place in the physical but also social, cultural and political sense of the 
word...where children and adults (can)...dialogue, listen and discuss in order to share meanings: it is a place of ethical 
and political praxis (and) a space for democratic learning”.  
 
 The common image of the child all members of an early childhood setting hold is a key consideration in 
constructing inclusive practice that reflects contextualised ecological, sociocultural approaches to learning and 
participation. That is, an image of the child where children are conceived as active subjects and citizens, rich in 
potential, powerful, competent and capable, and moreover, intrinsically connected with the people, communities and 
world around them (Gordon-Burns et al, 2012; Malaguzzi, 1994; Ministry of Education, 1996). The way in which 
children's various manifold abilities and strengths are thus valued also supports an overarching image; that is, children 
who have the right to be recognised as bearers of indivisible human rights (United Nations, 1990). They are 
protagonists and constructors of their own learning, identities and autonomy – in short, human beings rather than human 
becomings (Booth et al, 2006; Edwards et al, 2011). Likewise, the image of parents and families considers them to be 
competent, capable citizens. They are respected and valued for the individual, unique ideas, experiences and points of 
view they hold both outside the education setting as well as within it (Lee et al, 2013; Macartney, 2011). This is coupled 
with a responsibility to nurture socially just attitudes in their children so all children and families can actively 
participate and realise citizenship within the setting. 
 
 The ecological participation of disabled children and their families in inclusive early childhood settings is 
supported not just by a commonly held view of disabled learners as capable, competent learners and contributors to the 
world around them, but through the visibility of their voices which are frequently othered and silenced in everyday 
educational discourse (Biklen & Burke, 2006; Biklen & Kliewer, 2006; Fielding, 2015; Macartney, 2008a; Purdue et al, 
2011). The literature urges the need for bringing these voices forth to be grounded in rights-based rather than needs-
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based thinking, and questions the 'participation' of disabled children and their families in early childhood settings based 
on outmoded notions of charity, pity and good will (Macartney, 2008b; Macartney & Morton, 2013; Runswick-Cole & 
Hodge, 2009; Shakespeare, 2014). An ethic of care is evident in how settings think about traditionally marginalised 
learners, as are emancipatory values that position equity for all as being of primary importance. Accordingly, all 
participants in inclusive early childhood settings are conceptualised as having competence, agency and the capacity to 




 Pedagogic participation or the how inclusion is enacted in early childhood communities of practice, Moss 
(2007) asserts, begins with democratic decision making about the purposes, the practices and the environment of the 
early childhood setting, therefore addressing John Dewey’s principle that all participants within education settings must 
contribute to producing and managing them (Dewey, 1916). Affording disabled children the right to have a say about 
the things that affect them is positioned as extremely important in the literature (Fielding, 2015; Moss, 2007). A 
resituation of childhood in this way has enabled children to increasingly be viewed as competent citizens and social 
actors who are capable of taking a full role in family and community life (Fielding, 2014; Fielding & Moss, 2010; 
Gordon-Burns et al, 2012). This kind of active participation is seen as an instrument that enables children to gain a deep 
sense of belonging, warmth, affection and turangawaewae, and gain knowledge of themselves as powerful learners 
vested with dignity and agency (Lee et al, 2013; Macartney, 2011; Ministry of Education, 1996). They are respected 
and honoured for the diverse kete of knowledge and abilities they 'bring to the table'.  
 
 Todd (2001, 2012), Dahlberg (2003) and Dahlberg & Moss (2005) were interested in Levinas's concept of the 
'ethical encounter', which locates active participation as pedagogic in nature. This is not to be confused with Rogoff's 
sociocultural approach to learning and participation which suggests children's learning is social and cultural in nature, 
and made possible through the guided participation of adults (Rogoff, 2003). Instead, the ethical encounter situates 
listening, autonomy, competence and agency as being available to all participants within a learning community, not just 
some, as the concept of the ‘other’ is not dangerous but full of possibility (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005). 
 
 Holistic understandings of learning are crucially important, as democratic practice in relation to pedagogic 
participation is primarily concerned with going beyond seeing learning solely as reproducing pre-determined content 
and skills, instead viewing children as primary constructors of their own learning and producers of original points of 
view concerning the world (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Lee et al, 2013; Ministry of Education, 1996). Pedagogic 
participation is thus located in a wider context of adult-child relations, and recognises the difference between 
participation as children and adults co-constructing knowledge together as the sole valid pedagogy, and children 
autonomously constructing this knowledge or alongside peers and adults as being equally legitimate (Fielding, 2014; 
Moss, 2014).  
 
 Much of the literature drew on Paulo Freire's pedagogy of freedom and Carlina Rinaldi's pedagogy of listening 
(Freire, 1998; Rinaldi, 2001). These are open to unpredicted outcomes and new thought, which are thoughtfully 
integrated in inclusive early childhood settings. Curiosity, uncertainty and subjectivity are accordingly welcomed, but 
alongside the responsibility these demand (Fielding, 2016; Fielding & Moss, 2010; Macartney, 2011; Moss, 2005). A 
 
 12 
pedagogy of listening where children feel heard and validated with their views taken properly into account is evident in 
such settings. The literature points out that listening to disabled children who may be 'non verbal' can complicate 
practice as the act of listening then requires interpretation which is reliant on solid responsive, reciprocal relationships 
with learners and the why and how of the way they do things (Gilman, 2007; Rinaldi, 2006). This can create 
inequitable, exclusive early childhood learning communities if other participants within it do not see disabled children 
as having the ability and right to actively participate (Macartney, 2008b; Macartney & Morton, 2013; Purdue, 2009). 
Accordingly an inclusive approach to listening integrates diverse ideas, approaches, and methods of communication, 
and bears in mind that all behaviour, including body language, is communication in one form or another (Clark & Moss, 
2011; Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Thornton & Brunton, 2015).  
 
 The literature also points to the significance of contesting dominant discourses, what Foucault (2007) calls 
'regimes of truth', in the context of pedagogic participation (Dahlberg et al, 1999; Dahlberg et al, 2007; Moss, 2007; 
Moss & Petrie, 2002). These regimes of truth are backed by privileged groups – the government and Ministry of 
Education especially – who claim a privileged position of 'expertise'. Contesting these powerful discourses, particularly 
politics of representation in deciding whose perspectives have legitimacy, means striving to make core assumptions and 
values visible in early childhood settings, as well as welcoming and affirming diversity (Fielding, 2016; Gordon-Burns, 
et al, 2012; Lee et al, 2013; Moss, 2005). This therefore opens up democratic dialogue about what communities of 
practice consider the 'good life' to be for their learners, and how they wish to attain it (Fielding, 2014). When teachers, 
learners and families all begin to work together implementing these ways of thinking, being, doing and knowing they 
renegotiate what is permissible for disabled learners and expand what is possible.  
Equitable and inclusive participation  
 
 Moss (2007) and Fielding & Moss (2010) very much advocate for early childhood settings to operate as spaces 
of participatory democratic practice – the rule of all by all. Such a space, they contend, offers opportunities for all its 
citizens to equitably and inclusively participate in the things that matter to them. This idea of participation defines early 
childhood settings as social, political and ethical places and thus as democratic educational spaces in the fullest sense 
(Fielding & Moss, 2010; Ministry of Education, 1996). However, Moss (2005) warns that this is not a given – it is not a 
natural, intrinsic part of simply being an early childhood community. It is a philosophical choice, a choice that 
community makes based on values based on notions of rights, social justice and equity (Fielding, 2016; Gordon-Burns 
et al, 2012). 
 
 These communities have respect for and honour diversity, and have an intrinsic understanding of the relational 
ethics that treats the alterity of the 'other' with respect (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss, 2005; Todd, 2012). They also 
recognise multiple perspectives and diverse paradigms in their understanding that there is more than one answer to most 
questions, and that there are many ways of viewing and understanding the world around us (Lee et al, 2013; Ministry of 
Education, 1996; Petriwskyj, 2010). Moss (2014) argues that all people are equal and should be respected and valued in 
democratic early childhood education settings as a matter of basic human rights, a fundamental tenet of inclusive 
education. This means supporting all children to participate in the cultures, curricula and communities of their local 
ECE settings. He states that the barriers to learning and participation that children encounter need to be actively reduced 
using democratic participatory methods so that they feel a sense of belonging and community in the communities of 
practice of which they are members (Fielding, 2014; Gordon-Burns et al, 2012; Recchia & Lee, 2012). Furthermore, he 
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suggests the need for agitation for radical change on the political or macro level, giving extra assurance that ECE 
services have the resources, understandings, values and commitment to teach all children well in democratic non-
discriminatory settings (Gabel & Danforth, 2008; Macartney, 2011; Slee, 2011). This includes full consideration of 
power relationships that can either support or constrain active participation. The concept of power is important in the 
literature on inclusion in early childhood settings, in terms of who gets to decide what is important, when and where 
(Macartney, 2009; Moss, 2007; Moss, 2014; Moss & Petrie, 2002; Purdue et al, 2011). But so too are relationships, in 
that they shape how participants within settings regard each other, the ways in which dispositions are shaped by treating 
each other as one in our humanity and as unique individuals in our own right, and both acknowledging and honouring 
the possibilities that uniqueness brings (Biklen & Burke, 2006; Booth et al, 2006).  
 
 Equitable and inclusive participation is seen in the literature as an inherently social, political and ethical 
process (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Macartney, 2011; Moss, 2005; Slee, 2011). In it being social, it comprises responsive, 
reciprocal, respectful relationships, having equitable access to the opportunities for social connection that participatory 
democratic practice creates, and social networks that foster learning and participation both within the early childhood 
setting as well as outside of it (Fielding, 2014; Lee et al, 2013; Ministry of Education, 1996). The political discourse 
speaks of themes of power, challenge and change. A primary difficulty in children realising equitable and inclusive 
participation in early childhood settings is the various ways that children are “described, analysed, argued, justified and 
theorised” (Cockburn, 2005, p110), and how they are accordingly 'labelled' by adults in the setting. The literature 
suggests children can only realise equitable and inclusive participation when there is mutual esteem, solidarity and a 
sense of common purpose and meaning within the setting (Fielding, 2016; Moss, 2007; Moss, 2014; Thomas, 2007; 
Thomas, 2012). 
 
 Equitable and inclusive participation, however, is not a process without its challenges. Conflicting values in the 
realisation of active participation for children in democratic early childhood settings is inevitable and inescapable 
(Dahlberg et al, 2007; Mouffe, 2000). There should be suspicion if there is not some agitation and discomfort from time 
to time as people's ideas and opinions converge, even in a democratic children's space. The literature urges these must 
be negotiated in order to fully support the equitable and inclusive participation of all members within such settings, 
where everyone truly belongs and has a place as a fundamental matter of rights (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Fielding, 
2014; Gordon-Burns et al, 2012; Moss, 2007).  
 
 Equitable and inclusive participation, the literature argues, is also democratic in nature. The realisation of 
'deep' democracy depends on shared lived democratic values amongst members of an early childhood setting (Fielding 
& Moss, 2010). This democratic fellowship exemplifies a shared commitment to and responsibility for the 'common 
good', the importance and value of strongly foregrounding rich, deep, active involvement and participation of all 
members of an inclusive early childhood setting in pursuit of shared goals and aspirations for living and learning within 
it (Fielding, 2016; Macartney, 2011; Moss, 2007; Thornton & Brunton, 2015). These settings and the people within 
them understand that this democratic living and learning requires more than sticking to old 'tried and true' ways of 
thinking, being, doing and knowing around the inclusion of diverse learners and their families. Their thinking 
transcends engaging in the practice of social justice, it is a way of life in those settings in which democratic fellowship 
is both a reason for being as well as the means of the realisation of equitable and inclusive participation for all 
(Fielding, 2014; Moss, 2014). These ideas are important because the intrinsic egalitarianism that underpins equitable 
and inclusive participation enables a sense of discernable reciprocity, which in turn provides evidence of the the 
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requirement for as well as presence of care, openness, kindness, compassion, empathy, love, mutuality and the 
recognition that all members within an inclusive early childhood setting are one in their humanity and importance 
(Edwards et al, 2011; Lee et al, 2013; Rinaldi, 2006; Thomas, 2012).  
 
 This kind of democratic participation is positioned by Fielding (2012) as an 'increasingly urgent aspiration' for 
education settings and wider society. At its heart lies a call for full and genuine recognition of children and what they 
have to say (Smith, 2013; Thomas, 2007). The literature suggests that when equitable and inclusive participation is 
understood at its heart as inviting children to open and honest dialogue, it begins to have a much broader focus than just 
passively listening to children without the intent of actively engaging them in democratic dialogue and participation, 
because the potentiality for a 'troubling' and transformation of the sharing of power relationships and consequent change 
is there (Moss, 2007). Equitable and inclusive participation as outlined in the literature is a crucial ethical and moral 
ingredient of creating a democratic society of an inclusive early childhood setting. Its emphasis on the development of 
identity, voice and competence for all members of such settings empowers them, gives them a sense of social worth, 
enables them to feel they belong and have a place, and allows a consciousness of democratic citizenship (Dahlberg & 




 This chapter discussed research literature that summarised theories of equity and inclusion bound up in the 
underpinning field of inquiry of Disability Studies in Education (DSE), which was followed by examining divergent 
understandings of what constitutes participation in a quality early childhood education for all. The chapter then 
described the concept of communities of practice, particularly in relation to early childhood settings, and considered the 
ways in which members of inclusive early childhood communities of practice can 'be on the same page' in supporting 
the active participation of disabled children and their families in the programme, culture, curriculum and decision-
making processes found there. Active participation, according to the Huakina Mai model, moves beyond dominant 
ideas that position participation as enrolment and attendance, and is concerned with participation that is ecological, 
pedagogic, equitable and inclusive in nature. This is a stance that is well supported by the literature, which also added 
layers of complexity by pointing to the theoretical disciplines of childhood studies and democratic fellowship to further 
augment our understanding of active participation for disabled children and their families as it is described in the 
research.  
 
 Completing the literature review augmented my theoretical understanding of the different elements of active 
participation in action according to the Huakina Mai model, particularly with regard to the works of Peter Moss as 
Glynne Mackey had suggested. It enabled me to produce my own framework with which to explore children's 




Defining the concept of active participation 
Pedagogic participation Ecological participation Equitable/inclusive participation 
All members of early childhood 
communities of practice are 
actively supported (in whichever 
ways suit them best) 
All members of early childhood 
communities of practice are 
conceptualised as having 
competence, agency and the 
capacity to learn  
All members of early childhood 
communities of practice are 
respected and honoured for the 
diverse understandings and abilities 
they bring with them 
With the aim that all members meaningfully engage in democratic decision-making processes about the things 
that affect them in their settings. 
 
 A search of the literature also reveals how little ethnographic research has been conducted on the topic of 
disability in the context of early childhood education. There appears to be an established body of evidence in terms of 
ethnographic research conducted on disability in primary and secondary school settings, but the only ethnographic 
research focused on disability in ECE that I found while reviewing the literature was a study completed by Chris 
Kliewer, Linda Fitzgerald, Jodi Meyer-Mork, Patresa Hartman, Pat English-Sand and Donna Raschke entitled 
'Citizenship for all in the literate community: An ethnography of young children with significant disabilities in inclusive 
early childhood settings' (Kliewer, Fitzgerald, Meyer-Mork, Hartman, English-Sand & Raschke, 2004). There were 
some parallels with this dissertation – it was also an ethnography looking at how disabled children realise citizenship 
within inclusive early childhood settings. Yet there were also dissimilarities; namely, a focus on literacy development in 
children considered to have significant disabilities, whereas this dissertation focuses on how members of those settings 
can support the active participation of disabled children (not necessarily 'significant' in nature) as well as their families. 
Accordingly, there is considerable scope in this dissertation in which to realise new understandings of how citizenship 
can be enacted by disabled children and their families in inclusive early childhood settings. 
 
 Completing the literature review was most useful in refining my thinking about deciding upon a research 
question. The research I had read had really condensed my theoretical understanding of what active participation looked 
like, but what I was particularly interested in was seeing that made visible within an inclusive early childhood 
community of practice. Hence the research question I put together - “How can a kindergarten community of practice 
best support the active participation of a disabled child and their family?”. This question enables a broad examination of 
the various ways early childhood communities of practice, both the people within these as well as the spaces 
themselves, support the active participation, inclusion and citizenship of disabled children and their families. It also 
keeps the project manageable for me as a first time researcher by 'keeping things small'; that is, by focusing on one early 
childhood community of practice, and one disabled child and their family within that community. This will enable me 
to go deep with my research and hopefully support my ability to answer the question in a way that adequately reflects 
the community's position as a bastion of inclusive early childhood practice 
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 Aotearoa New Zealand's early childhood curriculum Te Whāriki has at its heart the aspiration that children are 
able “to grow up as competent and confident learners and communicators, healthy in mind, body and spirit, secure in 
their sense of belonging and in the knowledge that they make a valued contribution to society” (Ministry of Education, 
1996, p.9). This aspiration includes disabled children, who are embodied not as vulnerable and 'other', but equitably as 
citizens, imbued with rights, rich in potential, with more intelligence than we could ever suppose (Moss, 2007). So too 
does Te Whāriki recognise the power of families and communities in terms of the ecological and sociocultural impact 
these relationships have on children's learning, development and holistic wellbeing (Nuttall, 2013).  
 
 My dissertation seeks to acknowledge this through critically examining the multitude of ways of being, doing 
and knowing that positively inform how a disabled child and their family are supported to actively participate – and 
thereby realise and practice citizenship – in the everyday programme and practice of one kindergarten community. This 
chapter explores both the methodological rationale and how this was decided upon. As described in the literature 
review, this dissertation draws its main theory from Disability Studies in Education (DSE) research. The 
methodological rationale concentrates more explicitly on social constructivist and ethnographic perspectives, as both 
have informed the method and data analysis process. The method itself examines the ethnographic fieldwork and case 
study processes that comprise the design of this research. Additional areas that will be explored include the research 
ethics, recruitment, transition from early childhood teacher to participant observer, and data collection processes that 
were employed in the course of the research. 
 
Methodology  
 The methodology seeks to outline the philosophies, ideas and approaches that underpin this dissertation. These 
philosophies, ideas and approaches are contextualised within an overarching interpretative approach, which sees human 
action as meaningful, historically contingent, and located within particular social, relational, political and ethical 
systems of thought. From this philosophical position, social constructivist and ethnographic methodological rationale 
are then used. 
 
Social constructivism  
 
 Social constructivism contends that ideas, beliefs, knowledge and lived realities are human products that are 
actively created by meaning making in the context of social relationships and interactions within communities of 
learners and wider society (Burr, 2015). It asserts that what is considered 'real' is that which takes place at the moment 
of intersection between individuals participating in any given activity or context. Reality and meaning making are thus 
ultimately understood as shared processes of becoming and understanding, and not as concrete constructs (Steffe & 
Gale, 1995). A social constructivist perspective maintains that while it is possible for people to have shared meanings 
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which are negotiated through dialogue and social engagement, it also acknowledges diversity of experience, knowledge 
and ability that might impact on these. This highlights and 'brings forth' inclusive approaches to teaching, learning and 
participation within an everyday community of learners that honour disability and difference, such as this dissertation 




 Ethnography provides a detailed, in-depth description of everyday life and practice within or across particular 
settings. This is sometimes referred to as 'thick description', a term attributed to the anthropologist Clifford Geertz who 
wrote about interpretive theories of culture in the early 1970's (Geertz, 1973). Ethnography can be defined as both a 
qualitative research method, as well as product – ethnography is conducted as well as being the outcome of the research 
process. The aim for both is interpreting culture, specifically how this represents the 'webs of meaning' constructed by 
members of communities (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 
 
 Participant observation or sustained engagement 'in the field' in the setting or place where the ethnography is 
being carried out is a crucial source of ethnographic data (Atkinson & Hammersley, 1994). This description represents 
the dual role of the ethnographer; that is, to develop an understanding of what it is like to belong to and participate in a 
particular setting, the researcher must become a participant in the life of the setting themselves while also maintaining 
the objective stance of an observer (Hammersley, 2006). 
 
 Accordingly, ethnographers generate understandings of culture through representation of emic and etic 
perspectives (Hammersley, 2016). The emic can be described as an 'insider's point of view', and its emphasis is on 
allowing understandings and meanings to emerge from the lived realities of participants. In contrast, the etic refers to 
the lived reality of the researcher. This allows for the representation of the multiple, competing lived realities of all 
participants in the research, including the researcher (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; Harris, 1976). This then 
facilitates further critical exploration of the inclusivity of the kindergarten culture, and how this impacts on participants 
within it. In the case of this dissertation, particular attention is given to the focus child and his family in terms of how 
their experiences within that culture are called forth and made visible (Gaffney, 2014; Kliewer, Biklen & Kasa-




 An ethnographic case study approach was taken in order to explore the research question. Ethnography, here, is 
addressed in terms of method rather than methodological rationale as has previously been discussed. This will then be 
extended into a summary of the research design, ethics approval, recruitment, transition from teacher to researcher, data 




Ethnographic case study  
 
 Creswell (2013) describes research design as bringing together the rationale for the use of a particular mode of 
inquiry (be it qualitative or quantitative), ethics, recruitment, role of the researcher, data collection and data analysis. 
These issues are addressed here by first addressing the reasoning behind the selection of qualitative methods for this 
dissertation. The main reason I chose qualitative inquiry over quantitative was that qualitative inquiry is exploratory of 
people's lived realities as they live, learn and participate within particular cultural contexts, and allows the researcher to 
attempt to “make sense of and interpret social and cultural phenomena in terms of the meanings (those) people bring to 
them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, p3).  
 
 Special consideration is given to the researcher in qualitative research as the primary data collection 
instrument. Because of this, the role of the researcher in qualitative research is important, as they are seen to be 
speaking from particular belief systems (Flick, 2009). Historically, disabled people were conceptualised in research in 
terms of their 'otherness', and researchers were detached from and independent to the people they were studying 
(Shakespeare, 2014). However, over the last 40 years or so, a greater number of people have become involved in 
disability research, including those who identify as disabled, or those who have an otherwise personal connection to 
disability in some way. Justifiably, these researchers have constructed their views as coming from an 'expert' place of 
knowing (Barton, 2005; Johnson & Walmsley, 2003; Kitchin, 2000). As I have already shared in the introduction, I 
identify with this positioning; not as a disabled person themselves, but as someone who has lived experience of 
disability as the parent of a child on the autism spectrum.  
 
 I have chosen a single site ethnographic case study approach for this dissertation. This has allowed me to start 
off small as someone new to the world of qualitative research, a stance recommended by Bogdan & Biklen (1998). A 
case study approach is described by Hammersley (2006) as being focused on investigating, over time, the social and 
cultural phenomena that are supported, constrained and experienced by members of the setting being studied, and 
representing experiential knowledge gained through multiple rich sources of data, descriptions and themes. A single site 
ethnographic case study, I thought, would also be readily approachable if people look to this dissertation later for 
evidence of best inclusive practice in an early childhood setting. An ethnographic case study approach was primarily 
taken because it enabled me to focus on the one specific kindergarten, and learn about how the members of that 
community of learners supported the active participation, inclusion and citizenship of my focus child and his family. 
This has meant resultant data is particularly rich and meaningful. 
 
Research ethics  
 
 Ethics approval for the project was conditionally granted in late June 2016 by the University of Otago Human 
Ethics Committee with one requested alteration to the way I was proposing to carry out the research. In my initial ethics 
application, the parents of non focus children who might be involved in observations alongside the focus child had to 
'opt out' of their child being involved in the project. However, the Ethics Committee wished for me to change my 
recruitment approach to active 'opt in' recruitment, as they considered an 'opt out' approach to be ethically contentious. 
Once that revision was made, unconditional ethics approval was granted in early July, and I was thus able to proceed 
with recruiting the kindergarten where the project was to be conducted. There was personal concern about the small 
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time frame between unconditional ethics approval being granted and the proposed start date of the data collection 
period. This was especially so because much of this time was the New Zealand term break or holiday between terms 2 
and 3, which kindergartens also observe. This meant that my proposed data collection kindergarten would not be 
operational, which could have made getting teacher information and consents (refer appendices F & G) in place for the 
project before it commenced problematic. Fortunately this did not turn out to be the case, and I was able to meet with 
the kindergarten teaching team during their 'professional time' in the latter part of the holidays to go over what the 
research would entail as well as gain their consent to participate, which was greatly appreciated. 
 
 My first three days at the kindergarten were for the purposes of me adjusting to the mantle of researcher, rather 
than teacher, within the setting, and for its members to get to know me and what I was doing before I commenced data 
collection (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). I had initially planned to recruit the focus child and their family with the 
assistance of the kindergarten teaching team by the end of the second day, allowing that third day for consent and assent 
forms to be returned to me before data collection commenced. However, within 10 minutes of setting foot in the 
kindergarten on my first day, I had a mother approach me who was very interested in her child and family being 
involved in the research. This was the same child and family the kindergarten teachers had already informally indicated 
to me would be a likely 'good fit' for the project. I gave the mother the relevant information sheets and consent/assent 
forms for her (refer appendices B, C, D & E) to take home, read over and digest before she formally committed to being 
part of the project. It was agreed that the home environment – where it would be quiet and ordered – would also be an 
ideal space for her to go over what being involved in the project would mean with the focus child. Those consent and 
assent forms were promptly returned to me the next day, thus were in place in a timely fashion before I began collecting 
data.  
 
 Information sheets for parents of non focus children (refer appendix H) were distributed at the beginning of the 
data collection period; however, consent forms (refer appendix I) were distributed and collected on an as and when 
required basis. This was due to the relatively unstructured nature of children's play and participation – it was never 
certain what my focus child would be doing, and with whom, on any given day. Once I had determined what would be a 
data example, I would then look to what children (if any) were involved in it outside of the focus child, and then seek 
the consent of their parent/s. There were no issues from parents having conducted the consent process in this way, and 
all were more than happy to consent. Photo release forms (refer appendix J) were distributed in a similar way to the 
focus child and their family, the teaching team and parents of non focus children. In these, participants were able to give 
permission for photos taken to be used for the purposes of my research, as well as being able to choose where they 
wished for the photos to be used. These options were in the dissertation as well as in presentations and publications that 
may arise from the dissertation. All participants indicated they were happy for the photos taken to be used in whatever 




 Recruitment began immediately after unconditional ethics approval was granted by applying in writing to the 
general manager of the umbrella organisation Ataahua was a part of for permission to conduct my research in one of 
their kindergartens. This was granted. I then informally approached a kindergarten where I knew best practice regarding 
supporting the active participation, inclusion and citizenship of a disabled child and their family could be evidenced to 
 
 20 
gauge whether they would be happy for me to conduct my research there. Initially the head teacher there did not think 
that would be a problem, but after some careful consideration and consultation with her team, and for a number of 
reasons (none of which related to me as a teacher or researcher), she respectfully declined my request. I appreciated this 
honesty; however, this left me with just over a week before data collection was scheduled to begin in which to select 
another kindergarten and arrange to meet with the teaching team so I could brief them on what the project would entail 
and gain their consent. My search for an alternative kindergarten had the same criteria – a disabled child had to be on 
the roll, and they had to offer an inclusive programme in which all its members were actively participating and being 
supported to realise and practice citizenship. The kindergarten I selected, Ataahua, was one I was aware of as offering 
these things through having taught there is a relieving capacity before. The head teacher of my initial kindergarten also 
recommended it to me. The head teacher at Ataahua agreed to the kindergarten's involvement in the project, and the 
teaching team of three were recruited by virtue of their employment there. All gave their unreserved consent to being 
involved. The focus child was recruited by virtue of his being a disabled child on the kindergarten's roll. He assented to 
participating in the project, and his mother gave her consent for his involvement. Other children who were informally 
involved in the project through observations alongside the focus child were recruited on an as and when required basis. 
 
Entering the field  
 
 It would be fair to say I was nervous about making the transition from teacher to researcher. How would I not 
default to participating in the kindergarten setting in the role I had been trained for, that of teacher? How would I 'dial 
back' the teacher and 'dial up' the participant observer? What would that look like for me? There were many questions, 
and these were shared by the teachers and parents of children attending the kindergarten. I responded truthfully, in that 
this was new for all of us and that we would be learning as we went. 
 
 I found that in the first week I was at the kindergarten, I was constantly having to ensure I was not involving 
myself in the programme of the kindergarten in a teacherly fashion. My first instinct was to do this, but I would catch 
myself thinking about or beginning to respond to situations as a teacher and not as a researcher, and so accordingly I 
would 'change tack' (Hammersley, 2006). The first week also meant frequently reminding the children that I was not a 
teacher during the time I was spending at the kindergarten. It was confusing to some of them that I had taught at the 
kindergarten before, and their parents had told them that I was a teacher, so how was it then that I was not a teacher? I 
could appreciate their confusion in how they then instinctively sought to position me as a 'more powerful' person in the 
setting (Tesar, 2014). However, the aim of participant observation in the context of ethnographic research is to become 
a 'less powerful' person in the setting, so as to become more accessible and thus gain richer, more meaningful data 
(Spradley, 2016). Frequent gentle reminders of why I was at the kindergarten, in ways that the children understood, 
were sufficient to begin changing their perception of me. I also made deliberate choices such as sitting back and not 
being directly involved in mat times and Polyfest practices to visibly demonstrate my less involved role. 
 
 As the next three weeks passed by, I became increasingly more comfortable in the role of researcher. I found 
after the first week that I did not have to remind myself not to react to or become involved in situations as a teacher 
might seek to, because my thinking and approaches were coming primarily from the space of researcher. The children 
reacted accordingly, and only tended to seek me out if they were hurt or alerting me to a situation where someone else 
might get hurt. There was an added dimension to how I interacted with the focus child and his family specifically, 
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which came from a space of personal understanding of their journey. I could not simply dial this back, nor did I want to 
because this foundation and connection made my relationship with the focus child and his family very free and easy.  
 
 By the time I had completed data collection, I was fully immersed in the role of researcher and identified with 
it strongly. The children had come to see me as an adult friend, and not as a teacher (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). 
They could clearly articulate my reason for being there if asked. The children's parents and families had come to terms 
with the fact that I was a “teacher but not a teacher”, although they remained bemused about it. The head teacher 
commented that she considered I had made a great success of participant observation, saying that “We've been aware  
that you've been here, of course, but it's never been obtrusive in any way. You have just melded into our culture and 
become part of the furniture”. I had established a strong, respectful, responsive, reciprocal relationship with the focus 
child and his family that was founded on mutual understanding, as described above. In the last week, the focus child's 
mother remarked that she felt if there was anyone that could “tell our story and tell it well”, that person was me, and I 
feel that sense of trust keenly moving forward. 
 
Data collection  
 
 There were two stages of data collection. The first of these involved making ongoing observations. Within this 
there were two phases. Owing to the fact that I was already somewhat familiar with the kindergarten setting in terms of 
the way they did things, I allowed myself three days prior to official data collection commencing to immerse myself in 
the kindergarten culture. This was somewhat of an 'easing in' period, where I began adjusting to my new role as 
researcher rather than teacher, and the children, teachers and families also adjusted to my being there as a participant 
observer. Once this period was over, I began recording field notes and making formal observations of the focus child as 
well as other participants in the setting who were involved in those interactions with him. The second phase was the 




 Observations for this dissertation were the primary data collection tool used to demonstrate how the 
kindergarten community supported the focus child's active participation in the programme. These were ongoing and 
took place on each of the days I was present at the kindergarten or attending bush kindy – bar the initial three day 
'settling in' period – during my four weeks there. This comprised a total of 11 days in the field. As my focus child 
attended the kindergarten for morning sessions that ran from 8.30am to 12.30pm each day, these were the hours I too 
was at the kindergarten. This time was used to get to know my focus child and other participants within the kindergarten 
setting better (and them me), build and share knowledge and understandings within the kindergarten community, and 








 Field notes were written up in shorthand both onsite at the kindergarten as well as when I was on bush kindy 
excursions, then expanded on after reflection at the end of each day at home. I was sure to make the need for this clear 
to all parties throughout the data collection period. Things came about this way primarily because, as a participant 
observer in a fast-paced kindergarten, I never had the time to write full notes up at the time any given activity was 
taking place. There were also privacy issues where children attending the kindergarten would sometimes want to look at 
what notes I had taken if they had been involved in the scenario, which I felt was their right, even if they could not 
understand what I had written. By writing notes in shorthand while 'in the field', I was getting the information I needed 
to expand upon later in more detail, while also making my notes accessible to the kindergarten children as a participant 




 Two interviews were conducted on the second to last day of the data collection period. These were with Tama's 
parents, Lou and Steve, as well as with Maria, Pania and Tina who comprise the teaching team at Ataahua 
Kindergarten. The interview with Lou and Steve was originally scheduled to take place at the kindergarten one day after 
the morning session Tama attended had finished, where Tama would be able to stay on and play while I talked with Lou 
and Steve. However, Tama was tired and sensorially overwhelmed on the day the interviews were scheduled, so Lou 
asked if I would be able to come to their home and conduct the interview there instead. In this way, Tama could 
decompress and relax in that familiar home environment while Lou and Steve talked with me. I initially hesitated as I 
was not sure if that would be an ethically wise move (Abebe & Bessell, 2014; Graham, Powell, Taylor, Anderson & 
Fitzgerald, 2013), but time was of the essence. I ultimately decided, from the basis of also having parented a young 
child on the autism spectrum, that I needed to work in with what would suit the family best in terms of Tama's comfort 
and maximising Lou and Steve's participation (Curran & Runswick-Cole, 2013). This interview lasted for 
approximately 45 minutes. Later that day, after the all day session had finished, I returned to Ataahua and conducted the 
interview with the teaching team. This was with just Maria and Pania, as Tina was unable to make it due to illness. I felt 
comfortable with going ahead with the interview in her absence as I had very much gained the sense during data 
collection that she was 'on the same page' as Maria and Pania in terms of conceptualising Tama's active participation in 
the kindergarten programme (Kluth, 2012; Vakil, Welton, O'Connor & Kline, 2009). This interview also lasted for 
approximately 45 minutes. Both interviews were audio recorded. Transcription of the interviews was carried out in the 
week following them taking place using Apple software. 
 




 Ataahua Kindergarten (a pseudonym chosen by the kindergarten community) was selected to be the site of my 
research project for reasons detailed in the recruitment section above. Reggio Emilia philosophy is evident within the 
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community of practice, particularly in how children are conceptualised as active subjects who are rich in potential, have 
multiple intelligences and are imbued with rights as citizens of the world (Edwards et al, 2011; Moss, 2014; Thornton & 
Brunton, 2015). Diverse learners are celebrated and honoured there. In its most recent Education Review Office (ERO) 
report, the kindergarten received a 'very well placed' evaluation in terms of how well placed it is to promote positive 




 Tama became my focus child for this research project by virtue of his attending Ataahua, his parents' consent 
to him becoming the focus child, and the assent Tama himself gave in agreeing to participate. At the time data 
collection took place, Tama was 5 years old and had been attending Ataahua for approximately one year. Ataahua was 
the third kindergarten Tama had attended, with his Mum Lou describing the other spaces as not being good 'fits' for 
Tama. Lou knew there had to be something better out there, so she had no hesitation in removing Tama from spaces she 
saw were not meeting his needs. It was planned for Tama to stay on at Ataahua until the beginning of the 2017 school 
year, at which point he would then begin transitioning to school. This was because Lou and Steve wanted to maximise 
the time Tama was able to spend at Ataahua. They reasoned that Tama was well settled and thriving, which was a relief 
to them after the difficult experiences they had in other spaces, so there was no hurry to fast-track school. Tama had 
been diagnosed with autism spectrum disorder when he was 2 years old. However, at no stage was Tama seen to be 'less 
than' by the kindergarten community of practice because of the potential challenges posed to his learning and 
participation by his autism 'quirks', as the kindergarten head teacher Maria put it (Biklen & Burke, 2006; Biklen & 
Kliewer, 2006; Gilman, 2007; Macartney, 2011; Recchia & Lee, 2012). The image of Tama that the kindergarten 
community of practice held was no different to that which they held for all the children, as mentioned in the preceding 
section. Tama was a full and active participant in the kindergarten culture and curriculum, and accordingly was able to 
realise a perception of himself as a capable, confident learner and contributor to the world around him (Malaguzzi, 
1994; Ministry of Education, 1996; Moss & Petrie, 2002). Tama chose his pseudonym together with Lou as a nod to 
their Māori heritage. 
 
Lou and Steve 
 
 Lou and Steve became participants in the project through their relationship with Tama as his parents. Lou and 
Steve lived in the general vicinity of the kindergarten with Tama, their first born child, and his brother T Rex who was 
17 months younger than him and also attended Ataahua. They had come to terms with Tama's autism diagnosis very 
quickly and were assertive advocates for Tama's right to belong and have a place in an everyday early childhood  
setting. Steve was involved in the life of the kindergarten as much as work allowed him to be. Lou was highly visible 
and involved in what happened at the kindergarten as the person who regularly dropped off and picked up Tama and T 
Rex. She stayed each morning to enjoy coffee with the other parents who often gathered and proudly identified as 
Tama's Mum to those parents as she practiced her social skills that she lamented had gone rusty. Lou could often be 
found sharing information about autism in this context, and the other parents understood her as an expert on Tama's life 
and how he needed to be supported to take an active and meaningful role in the life of the kindergarten. So too did the 
teachers, who counted Lou as part of the teaching team so far as making decisions about Tama and his learning went for 
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this very reason (Lee et al, 2013; Nuttall, 2013; Ritchie & Rau, 2006). Lou and Steve chose their own pseudonyms as 
they were “everyday names for everyday people...that's us”.  
The Ataahua teaching team 
 
 Maria, Pania and Tina became participants in the project through their employment as teachers at Ataahua 
Kindergarten. Maria and Pania had both been teaching for some time, while Tina had graduated with her undergraduate 
teaching degree only two years prior to data collection taking place. They were a settled and cohesive team who were 
deeply interested and invested in Reggio Emilia philosophy and practice, particularly Malaguzzi's image of the child – 
that is, a multi-lingual creator of knowledge and identity, a social actor, a citizen with rights who is rich in potential, a 
human being not human becoming, and someone who knows who they are and where they want to go (Malaguzzi, 
1994). Furthermore, they believed that disabled children are not apart from this image, in that they be accorded the 
same rights, support, respect and dignity as any other child would be to access equitable learning opportunities and a 
quality inclusive education (Gilman, 2007; Macartney, 2009; Runswick-Cole & Hodge, 2009; Thomas, 2012). They felt 
that this spoke strongly to how inclusive practice and citizenship are enacted within the kindergarten space by the 
community of practice, with them being lead models of valuing diversity and difference (Fielding, 2016; Moss, 2005; 
Vakil et al, 2009). Maria, Pania and Tina all individually chose their own pseudonyms. 
 
The other children 
 
 The other children attending Ataahua were not classed as participants for the purposes of this research project, 
but many of them were included in my observations and field notes as children rarely play and learn in isolation from 
one another. Accordingly, my ethics application had provision for the parents of these children to consent to the 
children's involvement in the observations and field notes. Consent was given freely by all parents. The children 
individually chose their own pseudonyms, hence many interesting and amusing names can be found peppered 
throughout discussion of the data. I was in two minds about whether to assign the pseudonyms myself for this exact 
reason. However, I reasoned that the children had the capability and agency to select their own pseudonyms, and 
enabling that aligned well with the human rights approaches that informed both practice within the kindergarten 
community as well as this dissertation (Fielding, 2015; Gilman, 2007; Moss, 2007; Tesar, 2014; Thomas, 2007). These 
children, too, played a vitally important role in supporting Tama's active participation as someone they considered to be 
a competent, capable learner and equal member of the kindergarten community of practice (Gordon-Burns et al, 2012).  
 
Data analysis  
 
 Taylor, Bogdan & DeVault (2015) outlined the main aim of qualitative data analysis as being to understand the 
'big picture' by using data to describe what, or who, has been studied and its implications for a wider audience. To 
describe what had been learned, and to arrange the raw data in a way befitting the ethnographic underpinning of this 
dissertation, an interpretive-descriptive approach was utilised. An interpretive-descriptive approach enables qualitative 
researchers to appreciate how phenomena and cultures are experienced by those being researched, and are then made 
visible and relevant for the wider audience (Thorne, 2016). Accordingly, the diverse voices of research participants are 




 I kept this in mind as I analysed my field notes and data examples, highlighting and taking notes as I went, for 
recurrent themes that contributed to Tama's active participation, inclusion and realisation of citizenship within the 
kindergarten community of practice. These became readily evident very quickly. I then transcribed and analysed the 
interviews, actively listening to the participants within them as I did so. The transcripts were both of similar length, 
although the transcript of the interview with the teaching team (done first) was longer as, being a novice  
researcher and unsure of the 'proper' way of things, to be careful I recorded verbatim what had been said during the 
interview, including filler words such as 'ummm', 'ahhh' and 'yeah'. After consultation with my dissertation supervisor, I 
removed the filler words when transcribing the interview with Lou and Steve. I then retroactively did the same to the 
teacher interview transcript in order to facilitate an ease of analysis without those filler words 'clouding my view' 
(Seidman, 2013). I then proceeded to read and re-read the transcripts, highlighting and making notes as I went about 
themes I was identifying (Thorne, 2016). The highlighted sections and notes I had made were then compared to those 
generated from analysis of my field notes. These showed that the interviews and my field notes all reflected the same 
four broad themes emerging from the data – learning identity, pedagogical approaches, mana tangata (contribution) and 




 The core concepts that underpin the theoretical positioning, methodological rationale and method of this 
dissertation are ethnography and social constructivism. A case study approach has also been integrated. The 
connectedness of these rationale and methods allowed me to focus on the nature of the 'everyday' that Tama 
experienced within the culture and curriculum of the kindergarten that might otherwise have been missed. Employing a 
case study approach allowed me to start off small as someone new to the world of research, and also enabled a deeper 
examination of Tama's experiences within the kindergarten community of practice. The chapter has also discussed 
ethics and recruitment processes. Additionally, it examined the data collection and analysis processes used for this 
dissertation. The data collection section outlined how observations were conducted, field notes were recorded, and 
interviews were carried out. Finally, the data analysis section discussed the interpretive-descriptive approaches used to 
analyse the raw data which led to the recognition and creation of the four key themes of learning identity, pedagogical 
approaches, mana tangata/contribution and the environment as the third teacher.  
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 This chapter is divided into two parts. The first part examines the elements of active participation identified in 
the Huakina Mai model – ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive – that were supported by the Ataahua 
community of practice in a way that enabled Tama and his family to be fully included as well as realise and practice 
citizenship. The second part explores the prevalent themes of learner identity, pedagogical approaches, mana tangata 
and mana whenua (contribution and belonging), and the environment as the third teacher that arose from data analysis 
using the Huakina Mai framework and provide rich contextual information that extends our understanding of what 
active participation, inclusion and citizenship for all can look like in an everyday kindergarten setting. 
 
What does active participation look like in practice? 
 
 During the data collection period, I gathered many examples of the kindergarten community of practice 
supporting Tama to actively participate in the things he was interested in and that mattered to him. These examples 
always involved Tama, but the settings, participants, activities and learning often varied. The scenarios I have chosen to 
foreground in the findings offer a snapshot of how the people at Ataahua understood Tama as a capable, competent and 
confident learner who was rich in potential and deserved full recognition of his rights and strengths (Malaguzzi, 1994). 
The scenarios also give an idea of how the people at Ataahua saw their role as practitioners of democracy where Tama 
was supported to gain a sense of himself as an active constructor of his own learning (Fielding & Moss, 2010; Moss, 
2007; Moss, 2014). Furthermore, the scenarios afford a glimpse of the ways in which the community of practice 
ensured that barriers to Tama's learning, membership and active participation were identified and eliminated so he was 




 I chose to foreground this scenario because it offers a lens on Tama's active participation being supported by 
one of the Ataahua Kindergarten teachers in a one-on-one interaction. The scenario offers a particular insight into how 
members of the kindergarten community of practice typically position Tama as a learner; that is, as an active subject 
and creator of knowledge who can and does engage with democratic decision-making processes about the things that 
he's interested in and that affect him at the kindergarten (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Moss, 2005; Moss & Petrie, 2002).  
 
The weather hasn't been very kind in town lately. There's been lots of rain. At Ataahua Kindergarten 
though, there is a mantra of “there's no bad weather, only bad clothing”. So children are still able to go 
and play outside in rainy stormy weather (it's recognised lots of learning to be had there!) so long as 
they're properly prepared and dressed in warm clothes, wet weather gear and gumboots. A downside of 
this has been that a big patch of grass in our playground has been turned into mud from being so 
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waterlogged and having children constantly trampling all over it. This was obviously bothering Tama 
today. When he went outside this morning, he immediately saw how muddy the area had become. He 
was careful to walk around the edge of the area several times, looking at the mud with a concerned look 
on his face. Some other children went to run through the mud and Tama put his hand out and said “no, 
stay 'way”. They shrugged their shoulders, said OK Tama, and went off. Tina noticed this and came 
over to Tama. “What's happening buddy? Is there something about this mud that's bothering you?” she 
said, crouching down to his level. Tama emphatically nodded and pointed at the mud several times over, 
eventually venturing “big mess, not OK”. “Well Tama”, Tina said, “have you got any ideas about how 
we could fix the mess?”. Tama thought about this for a while. Tina patiently waited for him to articulate 
a response, not hurrying him or confusing his processing thoughts with a barrage of her own language. 
Then Tama said “fence, stay 'way”. “Do you think we should put a fence around the edge of the mud to 
keep the children away?” she asked, further adding “what a fantastic idea Tama!”. Tama again nodded 
emphatically, smiling broadly and clapping his hands to show how happy he was that his message had 
been understood. Tina and Tama went off to find some suitable materials for the fence, eventually 
deciding on some stakes and a rope. Tama proudly assisted Tina in pushing the stakes into the ground, 
and also with twisting the rope around the stakes. Tama chose red rope because he knew red means “no 
go here”. He then stood sentinel for quite some time at the perimeter of the fence, helping his peers to 
understand what he'd done and telling off those who snuck under the fence to play in the mud, saying 
“pease no, big messy mud” when they asked why they couldn't. They respected Tama's argument and 
went and found something else to do (field observation, 9/8/2016). 
 
What does ecological participation look like here? 
 
 Rain/'bad' weather wasn't a negative impacting factor on outdoor play at the kindergarten.  
Tina was able to tell something was bothering Tama because of her knowledge of him as a learner, particularly his body 
language and the manner in which he was articulating his words (Edwards et al, 2011). There was no laughter 
accompanying Tama's dialogue which was generally present when Tama was feeling calm and happy, so Tina knew 
Tama was likely feeling agitated about the situation (Rinaldi, 2006). Tama also knew from play at home and his 
experiences in the community that red was a 'stop' or 'no go here' colour that would immediately grab people's attention.  
 
What does pedagogic participation look like here? 
 
 Outdoor play at the kindergarten this rainy day was fine so long as children were prepared with warm clothes, 
wet weather gear and gumboots. Tama was able to communicate to the other children to not go on the grass because it 
would just get muddier if they did. The other children knew Tama to be a competent judge (Malaguzzi, 1994) of the 
grass being in good enough condition or not to play on. Tina saw Tama as someone who obviously cared about the state 
of the grass and had problem solving ability around a solution to stop it getting further destroyed (Edwards et al, 2011). 
Tina crouched down to Tama's level to speak with him and didn't insist on eye contact (Kluth, 2012). Tina used calm, 
respectful, empowering language with Tama and was patient with him as he articulated his responses (Vakil et al, 
2009). These actions reinforced the kindergarten community of practice's image of Tama as a capable, confident, valued 
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contributor to the things that happened at the kindergarten, and added to Tama's sense of self as the same. Tama was 
seen as someone who had power and intelligence to meaningfully contribute to enacting his plan to stop the grass 
getting further destroyed (Connor et al, 2008; Moss, 2007). The other children saw Tama as someone who knew what 
he was talking about, someone to be respected and actively listened to (Rinaldi, 2006).  
 
What does equitable/inclusive participation look like here? 
 
 The other children respected Tama's request as in the kindergarten, a child's voice regardless of dis/ability is 
listened to, respected and honoured – everyone gets to actively contribute to the things that happen there (Fielding, 
2015; Fielding & Moss, 2010; Moss, 2007; Moss, 2005). Tina sought Tama's opinion on what to do about the grass 
because she knew it bothered him, but more than that, his opinion mattered just as much as anyone else's (Gordon-
Burns et al, 2012). Tama knew his idea was valued and would be implemented because he had a voice that was just as 
'loud' (important) as anyone else's. Tama was supported to enact his plan the way that he wished to (Fielding, 2014; 




 I chose this scenario because it offers a lens on Tama's active participation being supported very ably by one of 
his peers, again in a one-on-one interaction but this time in the alternative setting of bush kindy. This is a non-
prescriptive programme run by the organisation Ataahua is a part of that allows children to play in and explore nature 
according to their own dispositions and interests. The scenario provides a rich example of the powerful role other 
children can play in facilitating the active participation and inclusion of their disabled peers.  
 
 In the enclosure (at the bush kindy site where the Ataahua children chose to spend the majority of 
their morning this particular day), there was lots of mud as well as water. Tama seemed to be immediately 
drawn to one area of mud, which was on a slope and had a gap in it that ran the full downwards length of the 
slope. He looked at it for quite a while. He was obviously carefully deliberating inside as to what the purpose 
of this gap could be. All of a sudden, a knowing smile lit up his face and he loudly announced “Tama know, a 
slide!”. He sat himself in the gap and wiggled himself around, giving a thumbs up to indicate it was a good fit. 
Then Tama tried pushing off...but there was no movement. He tried pushing off again a number of times, but 
he stayed sitting where he was. He got up off the 'slide' with an annoyed/confused expression on his face. 
William had been watching Tama's attempts to get down the slide and came over. “Tama, I think I can help 
you find an answer, would you like me to help you?” he said. Tama nodded in agreement. William continued 
“I think getting some water and making it slippery could be a good idea. Should we try it out?”. Tama nodded 
in agreement again and said “yes, Tama like”. “Let's go and get some water with these containers” (pointing to 
some floating down at the edge of the pond) William then said. He took Tama's hand and they went down and 
filled up the containers, then brought them back up to the slide, tipping the water down it. “Now you give it 
another try” William encouraged Tama, “then I will have a go after you”. Tama sat back down at the top of the 
slide and pushed off. This time, the water helped him sail three quarters of the way down the slide almost 
effortlessly. He got off and watched William have his turn. William only reached the three quarter mark too. 
Once William got off, Tama said to him “more water”. William agreed that was a great idea, so off they went 
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to get more water to pour down the slide. This time when Tama and William tried it, they slid all the way down 
to the bottom. They laughed lots, gave each other massive high fives and continued to practice this new 
skill/knowledge for some time, sharing it with the other children as they came to join in too.  
 
What does ecological participation look like here? 
 
 William could see that Tama was struggling to get moving, and that Tama wanted to persist in the endeavour, 
so William offered his awhi. William knew that taking Tama by the hand was a method of communication Tama 
understood if someone wanted Tama to do a specific thing or to draw his attention in a particular direction (Biklen & 
Burke, 2006; Biklen & Kliewer, 2006). William also knew that Tama knew someone taking him by the hand to be a 
gesture of safety, trust and caring, thus it would be an entirely appropriate way to engage Tama in problem solving 
(Rossetti, Ashby, Arndt, Chadwick & Kasahara, 2008). William knew the idea was originally Tama's and that once the 
adjustments had been made to the slide that Tama would want the first turn on it. Tama knew because he and William 
found it fun that other children likely would too, so he invited them to join in.  
 
What does pedagogic participation look like here? 
 
 William didn't force awhi on Tama – he respectfully asked Tama if he wanted it first and Tama was conceived 
as having agency to say yes or no (Edwards et al, 2011). William sought Tama's active contribution to their shared 
problem solving dilemma because he knew Tama felt a sense of ownership over the activity. He also knew that Tama 
would have amazing thoughts and ideas to contribute given time and patience to articulate these (Biklen & Burke, 
2006). Tama knew because William taking his hand and showing him the way that his active participation was valued. 
William encouraged Tama to persist with difficulty and setbacks because he knew Tama was powerful and intelligent 
and could overcome those obstacles (Gilman, 2007; Moss, 2007; Moss, 2005). Tama offered meaningful ideas about 
possible directions around 'where to next?' and knew these would be honoured (Fielding, 2014; Rinaldi, 2006). Tama 
was also able to demonstrate his new knowledge and skills to the other children.  
 
What does equitable/inclusive participation look like here? 
 
 William wanted to help Tama succeed as an equitable member of the kindergarten community of practice. 
Together William and Tama decided next steps in what became a joint endeavour, which Tama was meaningfully 
supported to contribute to (Booth et al, 2006; Fielding, 2014). Even though William was also excited about getting the 
slide going, he was able to look beyond himself and consider Tama's wants and needs – it was obvious that William 
really wanted a turn on the mud slide, but he knew it was also really important and interesting (possibly more so) to 
Tama, so he said for Tama to go first then he would follow – a very impressive approach from a 4 year old (Moss, 
2005; Moss, 2007). William offered Tama awhi to actively contribute freely and without hesitation because being on a 
'level playing field' was conceived as being highly important – William did not seek to maintain his initial role of more 
learned other/tuakana, he and Tama almost seamlessly kept slipping between more learned/less learned other or 
tuakana/teina throughout the activity (Petriwskyj, 2010; Purdue, 2009; Valle & Connor, 2011). Fun was seen as a 
possession of the collective, not an individual thing, and was something best shared with the group. These ideas will be 
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 This scenario was chosen because it offers a lens on Tama's active participation being supported in a large 
group activity setting by both his teachers and peers. The scenario affords particular insight into how Tama was 
supported to fully engage in and contribute to learning within such a setting, which children on the autism spectrum 
would typically find sensorially overwhelming (Kluth, 2012). 
 
Amby the St John ambulance (along with the educator) was booked to come to kindergarten today, following 
on from the children's collective interest in emergency services. Tama has a strong interest in not just 
emergency services but anything with wheels, as had been observed at kindergarten and shared by Lou as 
something that's 'big' at home at the moment too, so it was anticipated Amby's visit would be a hit with him. 
When they arrived, Amby and the educator could hardly get in the door for Tama's excitement at seeing them! 
When it came time to sit down and listen to the educator speaking about ambulances as part of emergency 
services, the other children were trying to sit still on their kumus, showing in this way that they were paying 
attention. But Tama found it really tricky to sit still for too long. He moved from his kumu, to his back, to his 
side, to sitting in a teacher's lap, to crouching, to jumping and back again. The other children didn't pay him 
any heed and nor did the teachers, who quietly commented “tino pai Tama, I know sitting still is really tricky 
and you're doing so well listening and paying attention”. They all knew Tama was still processing what the 
educator was saying despite his constant fidgeting and movement, that it was in fact essential for him to make 
sense of it all. The children were all then able to try out some medical equipment that came with Amby. First 
came a mist diffuser. Tama felt the mist with his hand said a definite “no, not Tama”, quickly withdrawing his 
hand and making his decision to not explore than any further. The teachers and children around him praised 
Tama for trying it anyway, saying “good try Tama!”, “awesome effort” and “ka rawe for giving it a go”. Tama 
decided to try the heart rate monitor as well but said “ahhh, squish” when the clip pinched his finger, quickly 
removing it. Finally, Tama showed he was really interested in activating Amby's siren sounds, moving over to 
Amby and pointing at Amby's siren while looking at the St John educator to interpret what he was trying to tell 
her. She was busy at that moment and didn't notice Tama right away, but the other children surrounding them 
told her “ Tama wants to turn on the siren please”. A teacher crouched down beside him to be close in case the 
sound of the siren was sensorially overwhelming for him, as was anticipated. However, Tama set the siren off 
several times, smiling broadly and giggling to show his delight at the noise as the other children cheered on his 
achievement because they also knew it was a big deal for Tama to be coping so well with the lights and noise. 
Tama then indicated with his arms and verbalised with a “wee-oo, wee-oo” sound for the other children to have 
a turn, before backing off to give them space to get involved.  
 
What does ecological participation look like here? 
 
 Teachers have a sound knowledge of Tama as a learner, gleaned from their everyday experience as his teachers 
as well as their willingness to engage with Lou's 'insider' knowledge as Tama's Mum, so knew there would be great 
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interest and engagement on his part in the activity (Gilman, 2007; New, 2007). The solid responsive relationship the 
teachers had with Tama also informed their awareness that Tama needed to move/fidget in order to take the learning in 
(Purdue, 2009; Vakil et al, 2009). The other children knew, because of their knowledge of Tama as a learner and 
participant within the setting, when to step in and offer awhi for his communication efforts, when to encourage his 
willingness to give new things a try, and persist with something they know he had historically found difficult (Fielding, 
2014; Moss & Cameron, 2011). 
 
What does pedagogic participation look like here? 
 
 The teachers reassured Tama that his fidgeting was perfectly acceptable. The teachers and children praised 
Tama's resilience in trying something new even though he didn't end up liking it – he was seen as very much able to 
make that decision for himself (Biklen & Burke, 2006; Biklen & Kliewer, 2006; Gilman, 2007). The other children 
interpreted Tama's non verbal cues on his behalf for the benefit of the St John educator as they could see the educator 
was not picking up on the cues, therefore they knew to step in and offer that awhi so Tama could actively engage in the 
activity (Edwards et al, 2011; Kluth, 2012; Moss, 2005; Rinaldi, 2006). Maria anticipated, because of her knowledge of 
Tama as a learner, that he might become overwhelmed by the noise generated by the siren and prepared to offer awhi 
accordingly (Kluth, 2012; Vakil et al, 2009). The teachers and children cheered Tama's capability to deal with the noise 
and lights because they knew it was something he's found difficult to cope with in the past. The solid respectful 
relationships that have been intentionally fostered with each other enabled the present members of the kindergarten 
community of practice to support Tama appropriately and meaningfully (Rinaldi, 2006). 
 
What does equitable/inclusive participation look like here? 
 
 Tama was able to fidget as he took in this new learning. It wasn't a big deal as the teachers and children knew 
that was how Tama often made sense of things, and he had the right to do whatever he needed to do in order to feel 
comfortable (Gilman, 2007; Gordon-Burns et al, 2012). Tama had confidence and the agency to decide not to explore 
Amby's equipment anymore (Rossetti et al, 2008). He wasn't forced to continue when it was clear he didn't want to. The 
other children told the St John educator that Tama wanted to turn on Amby's siren, as they saw that the educator was 
not picking up on the non verbal cues Tama was giving her in the hope that she'd be able to 'translate' his message 
(Fielding, 2015; Kluth, 2012; Moss, 2005). They knew that he had something important to say and needed support to 
deliver it in a way that they didn't as they were all mostly very verbal. They knew it wasn't just up to the teachers to 
perform this role, they also had an important part to play (Rinaldi, 2006). They looked outside of themselves and 
considered Tama's needs, interests and ideas as a learner alongside their own, because everyone being on a level playing 
field was conceived as being highly important there (Fielding, 2014; Moss, 2014; Purdue, 2009; Recchia & Lee, 2012). 
Tama's voice and opinions were actively listened to, respected and honoured as an important member of the 
kindergarten community of practice (Fielding, 2016; Moss, 2007). 
Scenario Four 
 
 I chose this scenario because it offers a lens on Tama's active participation being supported in a small group 
setting by his peers. The scenario provides another rich example of the capability of children to facilitate the active 
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participation and inclusion of their disabled peers, particularly with reference to how all children are seen as having 
competence and the capacity to take on leadership roles within an inclusive setting (Fielding, 2014; Moss, 2007; 
Recchia & Lee, 2012).  
 
Tama was outside playing in the long grasses with Derek, Punch and Jazzy. They then decided to lie back 
on the grass with their hands behind their heads at Tama's prompting, relaxing and looking up at the sky, 
which is something Tama really enjoys. They lay there for a while just quietly contemplating what they 
were seeing, when Tama felt something land on his face. He batted at it. “Wet, it's the rain!” he told 
Derek, Punch and Jazzy, and pointed at the sky with urgency. They reached their hands up towards the sky 
to see if they could feel it too. “It is wet!” Jazzy declared. The conversation turned to “what is rain?”, a 
question Punch asked. Tama ventured the first opinion “rain...water coming from the sky”. The others 
agreed. Derek thought rain was “a Mum crying because her kids weren't doing what she asked”. Tama 
found this hilarious and dissolved into giggles. No-one said anything else during this time and joined 
Tama in his giggling. The rain continued. Then Tama asked “we go in, stay out?” meaning should the 
group go inside or stay outside. They mutually agreed to stay outside and enjoy the feeling of “the soft 
rain falling gently on our faces” (Derek).  
 
What does ecological participation look like here? 
 
 Tama was able to lie back on the grass relaxing with his hands behind his head – this is something Derek, 
Punch and Jazzy had observed him doing before, therefore was perhaps something he enjoyed and could thus be 
something they might enjoy doing too. Tama had knowledge he wanted to share and knew that his voice would be 
actively listened to and honoured. (Fielding, 2015; Rinaldi, 2006). Derek, Punch and Jazzy knew that laughter is one of 
the main ways Tama expressed himself so they needed to stop and think about what he was trying to tell them (Edwards 
et al, 2011; Gilman, 2007).  
 
What does pedagogic participation look like here? 
 
 Tama was able to communicate his initial idea of lying back on the grass in a way Derek, Punch and Jazzy 
could readily grasp and recognise the value of trying. Tama was then able to offer his knowledge and ideas about rain 
which Derek, Punch and Jazzy actively listened to and considered as they had an image of Tama as someone who was a 
capable, competent learner – someone who had agency and knew what he was talking about (Gilman, 2007; Moss, 
2005; Purdue, 2009; Rinaldi, 2006). A reciprocal, responsive conversation emerged from Tama's knowledge and ideas 
about rain which everyone was able to contribute their own interpretations to (Fielding, 2014; Petriwskyj, 2010). Derek, 
Punch and Jazzy knew laughter was one of Tama's main forms of communicating with other people so they needed to 
not just think about what he was trying to tell them, but support him in getting his message across, the same as if he had 
been verbally articulating those thoughts (Edwards et al, 2011; New, 2007; Recchia & Lee, 2012). This involved an 
unhurried approach to communication so Tama gained a sense what he had to say was valued by the others (Kluth, 
2012).  




 Derek, Punch and Jazzy listened to, respected and honoured Tama's thoughts and ideas (Fielding, 2015; Moss, 
2005). Tama was vested with agency to venture an opinion and know that this was important to his peers. Tama was 
understood as being someone who knew what he wanted to communicate as a capable, confident, intelligent contributor 
to what was happening in that moment (Gilman, 2007). This included his laughter which is one of Malaguzzi's hundred 
languages of children – verbal communication is not seen as the only valid form of communicating with others 
(Edwards et al, 2011). All the participants in the experience had their contributions valued, however they were made. 
Derek, Punch and Jazzy joined in on Tama's laughter as they realised it wasn't just a means for Tama to express himself 
but a fun way for everyone to share in having a good time as well – laughter, after all, is contagious they say! In doing 
so they looked outside themselves and considered Tama's needs alongside their own and created a level playing field 
which was so important in the inclusive practice enacted there (Connor et al, 2008; Fielding, 2016; Purdue, 2009; Valle 
& Connor, 2011). A democratic decision-making process about 'where to next?' was engaged with and abided by as a 




 The Ataahua community of practice ably supported the active participation of Tama and his family in a variety 
of ways. Underpinning how they went about ensuring this was the concept of ecological participation, which I have 
defined as Tama (and all community members) being conceptualised by the community as having competence, agency 
and the capacity to learn with the aim that he was able to meaningfully engage in democratic decision making processes 
about the things that affected him at the kindergarten. Following on from this is the concept of pedagogic participation, 
where Tama was supported by the other members of the community (just as Tama supported others), in whatever ways 
suited him best at the time (which was often dependent on the context or activity), to meaningfully engage in 
democratic decision making within the kindergarten. Finally, the concept of equitable and inclusive participation held 
that Tama was honoured for the diverse understandings and abilities he brought with him in a way that ensured his 
active engagement in democratic decision making within the kindergarten, his full inclusion in the curriculum, culture 
and community of the kindergarten, and his ability to realise and practice citizenship within the setting. These concepts 
gave rise to the themes of learner identity, pedagogical approaches, mana tangata and mana whenua, and environment 
as the third teacher which emerged from the data analysis process and provide additional context which richly informs 
the Huakina Mai framework in terms of how active participation, inclusion and citizenship for all was realised at 
Ataahua.  
 
Emergent themes –  
 How do these add to our understanding of active participation as outlined in Huakina Mai? As I analysed 
interview data, common notions of learner identity, pedagogical approaches, mana tangata and mana whenua, and 
environment as the third teacher emerged as themes additional to those identified in the Huakina Mai participation 
framework during the data analysis process. The first theme of learning identity outlines how the Ataahua community 
of practice enabled Tama to develop a perception of himself as a strong, capable, competent learner and contributor to 
what went on at Ataahua. The second theme of pedagogical approaches reflects how Tama and his family were able to 
actively participate within the Ataahua community of practice through how the other members of the community 
 
 34 
conceived their competence, ability, right and potential to do so. The third theme of mana tangata and mana whenua 
highlights the importance of contribution and belonging as key underpinning concepts in facilitating inclusion in early 
childhood settings in the Aotearoa New Zealand context, informed by Te Whāriki as a lever for whanaungatanga, 
kotahitanga, maramatanga, mohiotanga, awhi and mana – aspects of Te Ao Māori (Cavanagh, Macfarlane, Glynn & 
Macfarlane, 2012; Ritchie & Rau, 2006) that the Ataahua community of practice made visible and meaningful for Tama 
and his family. The fourth and final theme is the environment as the third teacher that provides a commentary on how 
the Reggio Emilia inspired practice at Ataahua supported the idea of indoor and outdoor environments as spaces that 
could invite and inspire Tama's learning and growing confidence, competence and agency within the community of 
practice. Most of these have several parallels with the elements of active participation found in the framework. 
Regardless, I thought it important to acknowledge these as separate themes that augment our understanding of what 
active participation, inclusion and citizenship for all can look like in an everyday kindergarten setting, rather than have 
them subsumed in the discussion on what active participation looked like for Tama and his family at Ataahua and 




 An important way in which the Ataahua community of practice supported Tama's active participation in the 
programme, and that of his family, was through how they developed his identity as a learner. This was an identity held 
for all the children attending, and was one which was deconstructed, reconstructed, celebrated and made visible with 
intentionality for Tama who had not had the best of empowering experiences in the kindergartens he had attended 
previous to Ataahua, a situation not uncommon to disabled children in Aotearoa New Zealand (Macartney, 2008a; 
Macartney, 2009; Macartney & Morton, 2013; Purdue, 2009).  
 
 This identity was realised in a number of ways. The first of these was through the Reggio Emilia thinking and 
practice that underpinned teaching and learning at Ataahua. The Reggio approach values all children as capable, strong, 
resilient learners, rich in multiple intelligences and potential (Edwards et al, 2011; Rinaldi, 2006; Thornton & Brunton, 
2015). A key focal point is the image of the 'powerful' child, which Pania stated effectively when she said -  
 
...It doesn't matter what special rights or whatever that children might have, they have just as much right 
to contribute to and make decisions about the things that happen here and the things we do as any other 
children... we see all our children as capable, competent and expert with the power to change the direction 
of things (field notes, 3/8/2016) 
 This was an image that Tama was not apart from, in line with the Reggio concept of children with 'special 
rights', a strengths-based lens through which to view the learning and participation of disabled children, who are seen as 
capable, competent knowledge bearers and meaning makers, and who have the right to an equitable, inclusive education 
(Gilman, 2007; Runswick-Cole & Hodge, 2009). This is a right freely available to all children in the Reggio tradition. 
The term 'special needs' has no place in a space such as Ataahua, as shared by Maria –  
We're not thinking [Tama] needs this...you view a child as capable and competent [with] rights... 
when GSE started they said well what do you need for Tama?...We don't need anything, but he has 
the right to certain things and we make sure those rights are upheld, come hell or high water. That 
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includes Tama's right to not have the term 'special needs' applied to him. Yuck. No way. It has no 
place here in its deficit thinking, how it positions disability as an 'other' kind of thing. Tama is 
powerful and full to the brim with potential” (teacher interview, 15/8/2016). 
 Building on the above in terms of the Reggio approach and how its use within the kindergarten 
community of practice supported Tama's learning identity and active participation in the programme was 
Malaguzzi's concept of the hundred languages of children (Edwards et al, 2011; Rinaldi, 2006). These point to 
the many different ways children make sense of the world, represent their knowledge, express their creativity 
and thoughts, wonder and inquire about the world around them. The hundred languages of children in the 
Ataahua context, Pania thought, contributed to Tama's continuing growth within his identity as a competent and 
valued learner as: 
...they set out that there are lots of different ways of seeing the world, lots of different ways of 
being and doing and knowing, and all of them are valid. Verbal communication is just one of the 
languages that Tama draws on...he's just as likely though to draw on the language of laughter, and 
the language of touch...our job as a community is to value those languages, nurture those 
languages, engage with and interpret those languages, and support Tama to make them visible and 
meaningful so he feels strong, powerful and as equal to the task of learning as the other children 
(teacher interview, 15/8/2016).  
 Tama was also seen by the Ataahua community of practice as someone who could be both cared for as well as 
the carer. There were times where he would be the recipient of care, but equally there were times where he was the 
party giving care, a role which the community of practice knew him to be more than capable of fulfilling because they 
had knowledge and understanding of him as a learner who could demonstrate empathy and compassion for others 
(Biklen & Burke, 2006; Fielding, 2016; Moss, 2014; Noddings, 2013). Lou felt that: 
...The kindy community... knows that Tama isn't that stereotypical, cold, detached, aloof person on 
the spectrum you so often see in movies and on TV and hear about. He has a huge heart and is 
very capable of giving and receiving love and joy and care and  all those warm fuzzy things. They 
have worked hard to build that image of Tama... [and] I can tell it's an identity he holds of himself 
(parent interview, 15/8/2016). 
 Another fundamental tenet of the way in which the Ataahua community of practice enabled Tama to 
build a positive, strong, competent and confident identity as a learner was the way in which they honoured Lou 
and Steve as Tama's first teachers and the experts on his life outside of Tama himself (Moss, 2007; Thornton & 
Brunton, 2015). Lou particularly as a stay at home Mum was the parent mainly responsible for doing 
kindergarten drop-offs and pick-ups as well as being on hand to help out as and where needed around the 
kindergarten, as many of the parents did. This allowed her to engage with and within the community of practice 
in that role as first teacher and expert, as she describes here –  
 
...Every day when I'm there to pick [Tama and T Rex] up, [people] will come up to me and tell me 
a story of something [Tama] has done, or ask a question, or talk to me if they've got a question 
about him. That's the other children, teachers, parents...we talk about autism a lot, all those little 
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quirks that pop up...they're into [Tama], they're genuinely interested...and they understand that 
Tama is different, not less...they care very deeply about all the children, what's going to be best for 
them...and I'm valued as  someone who knows what's best for Tama (parent interview, 
15/8/2016).  
 
 This honouring of Lou and Steve as Tama's first teachers and experts on his life was especially apparent 
within the teaching team, who have always seen Lou as an important part of that team when it came to 'doing 
right by' Tama as an equitable member of the community of practice (Gilman, 2007), as Maria recalls –  
 
...It was all about those relationships first...respecting what Lou wanted for her son, and seeing her 
as the expert...she's got an amazing knowledge [and] she wants to talk and explain what she knows 
about [Tama]...our primary focus has always been what Lou wants for Tama...she's the expert and 
the go-to person whenever Tama's learning and participation is involved (teacher interview, 
15/8/2016).  
 This focus on holistic relationships, knowledge and awareness and how these impacted on Tama's learning 
identity was evident within the lived community Te Ao Māori values of maramatanga and mohiotanga. There was an 
obvious appreciation for the kete(s) of knowledge that all children and families brought with them to the kindergarten, 
and a commitment to work with those diverse understandings in meaningful, visible ways (Gordon-Burns et al, 2012; 
Recchia & Lee, 2012). Everything that happened in children's lives external to the kindergarten was seen as having a 
tangible effect on what happened within the space (Moss & Petrie, 2002), and the way in which this dynamic, 
connected fluidity was interacted with and responded to by the members of the community of practice was through 
reciprocal, responsive relationships underpinned by maramatanga and mohiotanga (Ritchie & Rau, 2006). The 
community's confidence in how this effected a teaching and learning environment where all participants within it were 
supported to realise a perception of themselves as valued contributors and active citizens was shared by Maria –  
...It's relationships, everything comes back to relationships...how we understand what others are 
about, what their story is, how it forms part of the bigger picture here at kindy...we understand 
you, we get you...and for Tama, as for all the children, it's then about how they [are then able to] 
view themselves as capable, competent, experts...that's our intentional day to day teaching and 
learning, adults and children together, no-one excluded and everyone equal (teacher interview, 
15/8/2016). 
 
Lou shared a similar opinion –  
 
...The relationships are so important. We have great relationships with  everyone...everyone 
brings something different to the table, we are diverse but we are also one...we work together with 
a very similar vision, Tama like all children...is seen as rich in potential, capable, very intelligent, 
all those things... (parent interview, 15/8/2016).  
 Te Whāriki also played a key role as the curriculum underpinning practice at Ataahua in shaping Tama's 
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learning identity. As mentioned above, the teachers dissociated from the use of the term 'special needs' to 
describe Tama, feeling that such a deficit view did not belong in a space that viewed the capability, competence, 
ability and potential of all children, including those with disabilities, through a much more credit-based lens 
(Macartney, 2011). However, the teachers and indeed the wider community of practice all agreed that as Te 
Whāriki sets out, Tama had the right to learn and actively participate alongside his peers in the everyday 
education setting that Ataahua provided. Further, that education was situated within the principles, strands and 
goals of inclusive early childhood education as set out in Te Whāriki, and was of equal quality to that provided 
to his peers. Through this and the holistic view of his capability and potential as someone who was ready, willing 
and able to learn (Claxton & Carr, 2004; Lee et al, 2013; Macartney, 2008b; Smith, 2007), Tama had been able 
to realise a view of himself as a social actor, a thinker, someone with power whose hundred languages and 
multiple intelligences were recognised and honoured, and he understood he had worth and value to the Ataahua 
community of practice (Fielding, 2016; Fielding & Moss, 2010; Macartney, Purdue & MacArthur, 2013; Moss, 
2014). 
Pedagogical approaches  
 
 Tama and his family were supported to actively participate in Ataahua's culture and curriculum through how 
the community of practice conceived their capability and right to do so, but also through how those conceptions were 
translated into meaningful action through the pedagogical approaches used to construct the learning identities of 
competence, ability and potential (Moss, 2005; Purdue, 2009; Vakil, Freeman & Swim, 2003). Tama and his family 
were able to realise these images of themselves because members of the community of practice were highly skilled in 
the 'how' of inclusive pedagogy (DeVore & Russell, 2007; Gunn, Child, Madden, Purdue, Surtees, Thurlow & Todd, 
2004; Kliewer et al, 2004). 
 
 A vitally important aspect of how the Ataahua community of practice supported Tama and his family's active 
participation in the programme was through their use of Reggio pedagogista Carlina Rinaldi's pedagogy of listening. In 
the Ataahua context, listening was not merely a passive act but one of advocacy, ethics, moral obligation and respect 
(Fielding & Moss, 2010; Moss, 2005; Moss, 2007; Rinaldi, 2006). The ways in which the Ataahua community of 
practice sought to actively engage with a pedagogy of listening meant that the voices of Tama and his family were not 
just validated, but honoured (Fielding, 2015). There was evident deep thinking about how multiple acts of listening 
involving the entire community of practice impacted Tama's ability to think of himself as a strong, powerful learner and 
valued member of the setting (Gilman, 2007; Lee et al, 2013; Recchia & Lee, 2012). It was not just the teachers' 
responsibility to 'do' a pedagogy of listening, but a collective one all members of the community of practice took 
seriously, as Maria described -  
 
It's active listening really, being sensitive to the relationships that connect us to other people. Our 
understandings as individuals are just a small part of the broader knowledge that holds us together 
as a collective...it's understanding the need to be listened to but also to listen using all our senses, 
not just our ears, and thinking about Malaguzzi's hundred languages...it's an active verb, a doing 




 All members of the Ataahua community of practice appreciated that Tama communicated in a variety of 
different ways, not all of them verbal, and were patient with Tama as they gave him time to articulate his thoughts, 
however they were delivered (Edwards et al, 2011; Kluth, 2012). This was especially important when Tama did choose 
to verbalise his ideas and opinions, as there was an understanding shared by Lou from the time Tama started at Ataahua 
that hurrying him would make him feel anxious, and may make it more likely for him to choose to not interact verbally 
if he perceived he would be 'cut off' -  
...[Tama] can be quite verbal in particular situations and the people at kindy have always been 
really good at just allowing him time and energy to express what's on his mind without 
them...getting annoyed or frustrated...they've never said...hurry up Tama, or made Tama feel like 
he's an inconvenience, and that's been a big boost to his confidence and willingness to engage with 
people verbally when he gets the sense they care about what he's saying...in the past I think he 
could tell people just couldn't really be bothered with him, they'd hurry him and get frustrated...and 
that made him retreat from verbally communicating because he must have been thinking what's the 
point, you know? They don't care and aren't going to listen, this is a waste of my time... (parent 
interview, 15/8/2016) 
 
 This patience came about through the respectful, unhurried practice that underpinned pedagogy within the 
Ataahua community of practice. That is, the importance of a safe, secure, peaceful and unhurried learning environment 
that was respectful and empowering for all children was recognised and integrated in practice (Gordon-Burns et al, 
2012; Macartney, 2011; Moss, 2005; Thornton & Brunton, 2015). This was especially so for Tama, who had been 
shown to thrive when the people around him in the Ataahua community kept a slower, relaxed place in the things they 
did, were able to give him their full attention, and when they respected him as an active partner in learning, as Pania 
shared -  
[Tama's] just responded so well to the way we're mellow here that it's mellowed him in  terms of 
being less anxious about things and better able to cope with change...we don't hurry, everything is 
really chilled, nothing's a hurry and nothing's a problem, everything is super flexible...that 
easygoing practice has been incredibly beneficial for him...he has that sense of safety, that he 
belongs, that we're aware of his needs are are willing to meet him on those, that he deserves and 
will get our full attention as much as the next child will...his confidence as a learner has just 
rocketed away as a result... (teacher interview, 15/8/2016) 
 The Ataahua community of practice was one where child participants within it were seen very much as being 
competent learners, communicators and contributors to the things that happened within the kindergarten, as well as 
capably adopting the teachers' approach to pedagogy with each other. This was in part to do with the empowering 
positioning of children as experts and accordingly they were encouraged to do things for one another, because the 
teachers and other adults in the setting had not sought to place themselves in that role to the detriment of children being 
able to practice it (Fielding & Moss, 2010; Lee et al, 2013; Moss, 2007; Moss & Cameron, 2011). All the children, 
Tama included, had learned they could approach one another for help if needed. Tama was also able to realise and 
practice leadership skills within this context as the other children increasingly gained a sense of him as someone who 
knew what he was doing, someone with mana that they could rely on if they needed awhi, or support, in some way. 
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Pania recalled one such instance on a bush kindy excursion -  
...It's relationships really...people knowing him and what he's into...but also what he can do and is 
capable of. Like that day he was the navigator in the bush, leading the way [the signs giving 
directions had all come off in the storm that hit the area the weekend prior]...there was huge trust 
that Tama knew what he was doing, he was an expert in all things bush and there was that feeling 
that he'd get us to where we wanted to go, and he did. [The teachers] didn't take over, they knew 
where to go but so did Tama and there was that opportunity for him to matua, be a leader, awhi the 
group to find their way and realise mana... (teacher  interview, 15/8/2016) 
 In line with this thinking and how it translated in practice, Tama was always offered awhi – by children as well 
as adults – if he was perceived to possibly need it, but at no stage was it forced upon him. He was seen as having the 
agency to decide that for himself (Connor et al, 2008; Fielding, 2014; Rossetti et al, 2008; Vakil et al, 2003). Sometimes 
awhi was offered in a particular endeavour and Tama would gratefully accept it. This acceptance was not always 
necessarily verbalised and relied on the other participant or participants within the interaction to translate Tama's non-
verbal language (Edwards et al, 2011; Gilman, 2007; Kluth, 2012). However, other times awhi was offered and Tama 
refused it. Again, the refusal was not always verbalised and if so often relied on others decoding the message, but at all 
times Tama's decision-making capabilities were accepted and respected. Lou shared an early memory of such a time –  
...When they did karakia kai [when Tama first started at Ataahua], they'd notice his lips moving 
and guessed that Tama felt comfortable and familiar with that, so he might like an opportunity to 
lead it perhaps...and show the other children he was someone who knew things and was willing to 
give something new a try. So they asked him this day, “Tama, would you like to lead the karakia 
kai?”...initially he looked away and shook his head no, and that was OK. But then...they asked 
“would you like to do it with some awhi from the rest of us?”. He thought about it...then he started 
laughing and jumping. They knew enough then to know that was a non verbal yes from Tama, and 
he was able to lead karakia kai on his own terms. “How would you like our awhi, you show us” 
they said. The look on his face was like “wow, they actually get me, they understand me and they 
listen to me”...the respect was there from the get go... (parent interview, 15/8/2016) 
 The community of practice had an image of Tama as a powerful, capable learner who knew what he wanted 
and how to achieve it, which was an image equal to those held for the other children. Accordingly, the community also 
held similarly high expectations of Tama achieving the goals he set for himself (Biklen & Burke, 2006; Gordon-Burns 
et al, 2012; Recchia & Lee, 2012; Vakil et al, 2009). That is not to say the other members within the community 
privileged homogeneity and sought to pigeonhole Tama within a narrow, rigid definition of 'achievement', as the diverse 
knowledge and understandings all members brought with them were respected and honoured (Booth et al, 2006; 
Fielding, 2016; Moss, 2007; Petriwskyj, 2010). Tama was, however, expected to achieve things within his (not other's) 
range of capabilities, and to extend the breadth of that range according to his own particular interests and learning foci 
with the support of others, as Maria recalled –  
We have always looked at Tama in exactly the same way as we do the other children, they have 
huge potential to achieve whatever they set their mind to...but within that image of the learner as 
capable and competent is the understanding that they all bring different strengths  with them, so 
achieving that potential looks different from child to child...they're not all the same, not at all...but 
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we do expect Tama to achieve to the maximum extent of his potential...he guides the process in 
terms of building on existing learning and discovering  new pathways...but he is supported to reach 
those goals he sets for himself and respected for where he's come from and who he is as well as 
where he's heading... (teacher interview, 15/8/2016). 
 Crucial to the way in which Tama was able to actively participate in the programme was the way in which the 
teaching team had supported his ESW Gloria to reconsider her practice in the way she had previously 'velcroed' herself 
to him, thereby limiting Tama's opportunities to engage with his peers independently and increasing the possibilities for 
learned helplessness (Giangreco, Doyle & Suter, 2013; Rutherford, 2008). This had been a difficult process for Gloria, 
who was unsure of the point of her role if she were not to work intensively with Tama, but the teaching team gently 
encouraged her to look to how they conceptualised Tama's competence, ability and agency within a wider group context 
and supported her to find ways and means to ensure he was able to realise equitable opportunities for learning and 
participation alongside his peers. Gloria was receptive to transforming her practice as a result, as Maria described -  
 
...We've had those conversations, and...modelled that...stepping back from play...it's been about 
reassuring her that we know what's happening, but there's a reason why we're standing back. We 
want him to have these opportunities to engage with other children in a way that doesn't happen 
when you hover like that...he's capable of doing for himself and problem solving and being the 
giver as well as the recipient of awhi...so we very gently and respectfully said no, please don't 
jump in and do that, it does more harm than good and this is why...we helped her to think in some 
new and different ways about how taking a step back enabled Tama to take a far more active role 
in things, how that was beneficial to him  and...the whole group in terms of inclusion...to her 
credit she's actually been very receptive and we've really noticed the difference for Tama... 
(teacher interview, 15/8/2016) 
 
 Tama, Lou and Steve were able to actively participate within the Ataahua community of practice through how 
the members of the community constructed the learning identities of competence, ability and potential for all. This also 
extended to how the importance of their contribution and sense of belonging at Ataahua as their turangawaewae were 
fostered. 
 
Mana tangata/contribution and mana whenua/belonging  
 
 Tama and his family were able to actively contribute to and participate within the Ataahua community of 
practice through how all its members defined the kindergarten as a space for participatory, inclusive, democratic 
practice. That is, a space where diversity was expected and honoured, everyone felt a real sense of belonging and had 
equal say in how things were done there, rights based discourses were a central focus of practice, and all members were 
able to realise and practice citizenship (Booth et al, 2006; Gordon-Burns et al, 2012; Moss, 2014; Runswick-Cole & 
Hodge, 2009). This idea of participation defined Ataahua as a social and political place and accordingly as an 
educational space in the greatest sense (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Fielding, 2014; Fielding, 2016; Fielding & Moss, 
2010; Moss, 2007). That was not a given though. It was a purposeful philosophical choice the community of practice 
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made, one based on their shared values of inclusion and citizenship where everyone had the right to be supported to 
contribute in ways that were meaningful to them and gave them the sense that they mattered to the wider community of 
practice, as Pania laid out –  
...This is a space for everyone...everyone is equal here, and everyone has a say in how we do 
things...we see people as humans first and with the right to participate and be included that comes 
with that, not as people who we assume will be 'difficult' and have needs we can't meet...they have 
rights, and it's our job as a community to find ways and means in how we do things to uphold 
those rights, so everyone can contribute and participate on a level playing field...that they can feel 
they belong and they matter...that's something we want to realise for everyone in our community, 
but on the flipside of that is the expectation that everyone needs to be on the same page, thinking 
about those values and what messages we want to be sending within the kindergarten as well as the 
wider community about how we do things, that this is a place for everybody...it's not something 
that just happens, it's something we're always aware of and working on... (teacher interview, 
15/8/2016) 
 
 Rights based thinking underpinned the collective practice of the Ataahua community and was key in enabling 
Tama and his family to actively participate, learn and realise citizenship within the setting. This primarily encompassed 
the Reggio Emilia concept of special rights for disabled children as discussed above as well as the broader treaties of 
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCROC) and the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) (Gilman, 2007; United Nations, 2006; United Nations, 1990). As for the United 
Nations, the kindergarten community of practice recognised that Tama had the right to realise the vision set out in both 
Conventions as to the competence, agency and capacity of all children to realise their full potential as a learner, 
whatever that picture looked like,without discrimination (Lee et al, 2013; Macartney, 2011; Moss, 2007; Smith, 2007). 
The community of practice saw they had a great mantle of responsibility to ensure Tama's right to a quality, equitable, 
inclusive education was upheld, and that each member within it had an important role to play in supporting Tama and 
his family to actively participate and find the kindergarten as their turangawaewae, as Pania explained –  
...We don't think in terms of needs...that's not just for Tama, that's for everyone. Children have the 
right to participate, the right to learn, the right to be included and seen as a strong, powerful 
citizen...we think about UNCROC as a guiding influence in our practice, but also  for 
Tama and children like him there's the UNCRPD and Reggio special rights...these children, like all 
children, have the right to be seen as capable, competent learners, people who can engage in 
decision making, can make a real contribution that they know will be valued, and be supported to 
realise their potential...they have the right to belong and to have  a place...and that thinking 
isn't just on us [as teachers], it's everyone's responsibility...everyone plays their part... (teacher 
interview, 15/8/2016) 
 
 There was a strong commitment to equity and inclusivity evident in the community of practice's use of Te 
Whāriki as another 'springboard' from which to launch Tama's active participation and realisation of citizenship within 
the community. Tama was empowered to learn and grow through the community of practice's image of him as someone 
who had competence, agency and the capacity to learn – a strong, powerful, intelligent learner who had much to offer 
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(Edwards et al, 2011; Gunn et al, 2004; Recchia & Lee, 2012, Vakil et al, 2003). The role of Tama's family was crucial 
to how inclusive practice was enacted around Tama, in that his family was honoured as the next best things to experts 
on Tama's life outside of Tama himself, and they were respected for the knowledge they shared that facilitated Tama's 
active participation in the things that happened at the kindergarten (Lee et al, 2013; Ritchie & Rau, 2006). Tama was 
provided rich learning opportunities that were equitable, inclusive and allowed him to feel his contributions were valued 
by and mattered to the community of practice (Booth et al, 2006; Gordon-Burns et al, 2012; Smith, 2007; Valle & 
Connor, 2011). The aspiration for Tama to grow in his ability as a confident, capable learner and communicator, 
continue to be healthy in mind, body and spirit, feel a sense of the kindergarten as his turangawaewae and that he had 
value to and within the community of practice (Ministry of Education, 1996) was well realised, as Pania reflected –  
...Te Whāriki is in everything we do...it's are the principles evident? Are the strands evident? Is 
that image of the child outlined in the aspiration statement evident?...we think we can confidently 
say yes to all those things...we value the holistic child and are committed to  working with 
those different elements of health and wellbeing because they have a huge impact on how children, 
Tama the same as anyone else, are able to learn and grow...and realise that aspiration for 
themselves... (teacher interview, 15/8/2016). 
 
 The creation of the kindergarten as a democratic 'children's space' where diverse ways of being, doing and 
knowing were recognised and honoured was something the community of practice was justifiably very proud of. Tama 
was supported to actively participate within the community of practice from such a philosophical standpoint through his 
engagement in democratic dialogue and decision making (Fielding, 2015; Fielding, 2016; Fielding & Moss, 2010; 
Moss, 2007; Moss, 2014). He was understood as a capable citizen with rights who was an expert in his own life and the 
things that mattered to him, who had opinions worth listening to and the competence to participate in collective decision 
making (Biklen & Burke, 2006; Lee et al, 2013; Kliewer et al, 2004; Purdue, 2009). Tama had thus been able to assume 
and extend a role as a practitioner of equity, inclusion and democratic politics within the community of practice, as 
Maria described –  
 
...It's quite a Reggio way of thinking, the kindergarten as a children's space, and we make it 
possible through seeing all children as competent, capable citizens and 'social actors' if you 
will...how we understand children within the space is as an expert citizen with a right to have a say 
in what happens here, so then it's about how do we make sure those images are supported, and how 
do we support active engagement in that decision making...they're intentional choices we make, 
ethical and moral ones, children aren't less important than the  adults with less of a right to have a 
say...those contributions are needed if we want to be able to truly say this is a children's space 
where children can take on those roles of the powerful facilitator of and ambassador for 
inclusion...we are one here... (teacher interview, 15/8/2016). 
 
 In line with the image of Tama that the Ataahua community of practice held – someone who was capable, 
strong, resilient, powerful and rich in potential – there was a resulting trust for Tama to be in the 'driver's seat', deciding 
what was meaningful to him and determining the direction of his learning (Biklen & Kliewer, 2006; Connor et al, 2008; 
Fielding, 2014; Kliewer et al, 2004; Macartney, 2011; Moss, 2007). He was the expert on himself and the things that 
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interested and mattered to him, therefore he was positioned as having the ability and agency to make choices that 
impacted what he wanted to do as well as where he wanted to head in terms of his participation and learning. His 
decision making was always respected because it was Tama who was in control of things as expert (Thornton & 
Brunton, 2015). These approaches enabled Tama to feel a sense of security and belonging because he knew the 
community of practice did not just hear his voice, they actively listened to it, as Steve recalled –  
 
...I think the biggest thing is around the idea of empowering the kids...there's that policy of the kids 
are the experts...they get that feeling they're pretty powerful...and Tama has been no different. The 
community sees he knows who he is and what he wants to do so the community has just 
been...well how can we make that happen? He's seen as someone who is well able to make those 
choices for himself, but there's that underlying understanding that sometimes in order to do that he 
might need support...sometimes he'll say yay but other times he'll say nay to the support...whatever 
the decision is, is respected, but it's always  there...I think it gives Tama a real sense of security 
there, that he really belongs, because he knows he can rely on those people to respect his voice and 
his decision making...” (parent interview, 15/8/2016) 
 Another concept which underpinned how the Ataahua community of practice supported the active participation 
of Tama and his family was that of ECE settings being spaces of child-centred democratic, ethical, political, 
emancipatory and inclusive practice (Dahlberg & Moss, 2005; Fielding & Moss, 2010; Moss & Petrie, 2002). This was 
achieved primarily through continually contesting dominant discourses, or Foucauldian 'regimes of truth', that were 
backed by privileged groups such as the Ministry of Education who claimed an expert position of knowledge and power 
(Foucault, 2007; Foucault, 2010). Contesting those discourses meant welcoming and honouring Tama as a diverse 
learner and making core values of equity and inclusion visible within the community of practice. This opened up 
democratic dialogue about what the community of practice considered the 'good life' to be for not just Tama but all the 
children there, and how that might go about being attained – what inclusion could, and should, look like within the 
community of practice (Fielding, 2014; Fielding, 2015; Fielding, 2016; Moss, 2007; Moss, 2014; Vakil et al, 2003; 
Valle & Connor, 2011). This enabled the conditions for utopian action and critical democracy to emerge, in that 
members of the community of practice, including Tama, produced their agency through dialogue, resistance, struggle 
and the notion of meaningful participation for all members (Giroux, 1997; Moss, 2005). Lou described how this 
philosophy was translated into action at Ataahua –  
 
...There's that definite sense that the kindy is a place that thinks about how it does things on lots of 
different levels...it's is this democratic, ethical, moral practice where everyone is included and 
children can realise rights not as weak, disempowered children but as equals in what happens 
there...there's a definite challenging to how people higher up the food chain try and say they know 
Tama, what's best for him over what we think, and that they can do better...no way! That doesn't 
fly...Tama knows what's best, we know what's best as his parents and the kindergarten community 
knows what's best...his difference is seen as a positive, not as a negative...and it's opened up some 
really healthy discussions about what we want for all our children, and the need to engage at a 
political level so we can be sure we continue to have the agency to make those choices and ensure 




 Tama and his family were able to actively contribute to and participate within the Ataahua community of 
practice through how members defined the kindergarten as a space for participatory inclusive practice. It was a space 
where diversity was expected and respected. Tama and his family were able to feel a genuine sense of belonging. They 
also had an equal say about how things were done there owing to the strong rights-based thinking that underpinned 
thinking and practice. This thus enabled them to realise and practice citizenship within the community of practice.  
Environment as the third teacher  
 
 Another key theme that enabled Tama to actively participate in and contribute to the Ataahua community of 
learners was their consideration of the Reggio Emilia concept of the environment as the third teacher (Strong-Wilson & 
Ellis, 2007; Thornton & Brunton, 2015). The environments children regularly experienced, both at Ataahua and further 
afield at bush kindy, were recognised for their power to invite and inspire children's curiosity, exploration and learning 
(Lee et al; Nuttall, 2013). These were environments built on aesthetics of light, order and natural beauty. Tama was able 
to realise and practice citizenship within the community of practice in part because of the community's careful 
consideration of how different aspects of environment – those which were indoor, outdoor and sensory in nature – 
contributed to his sense of self as someone whose needs were important to, and valued by, the community of practice 
(Gunn et al, 2004; Moss, 2007; Recchia & Lee, 2012; Vakil et al, 2003). 
 
 Ataahua's indoor learning environment was founded on Loris Malaguzzi's premise that Reggio inspired spaces 
have to reflect the ideas, values and culture of people who participate in living and learning within it (Edwards et al, 
2011). Accordingly, the environment reflected what the community of practice, including Tama and his family, sought 
as the 'ideal' for children's learning. There were multiple open spaces free from 'noise' and clutter. Resources and 
materials were laid out in an accessible, inviting and attractive way. The environment reflected a need for quiet, comfort 
and a place to pause for all members of the community of practice alike, so careful thought was put into not placing 
these areas of quiet reflection next to a high traffic and noise area (Thornton & Brunton, 2015). There was a noticeable 
focus on natural materials as these were environmentally friendly, durable and aesthetically pleasing as well as 
conveying a sense of calm and tranquility (Fraser & Gestwicki, 2002; Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007). Children's photos 
and work were visible throughout the kindergarten and accessible at eye level or lower, sending the message that it was 
their space and they belonged there (Moss & Petrie, 2002). Tama was frequently observed having a say about not only 
what should be displayed – both his work as well as that of others – but also where it should be displayed (Fielding, 
2015; Moss, 2007). Provocations using items of beauty, wonder and interest to children abounded. It was very much a 
child-centred environment, and Tama was an active participant in the things that 'spoke' to him as someone who had a 
sense of himself as a capable, competent learner, contributor and communicator within the community of practice, as 
Maria shared –  
 
The indoor environment is really a by-product of our philosophy and what the parents and  families want for their 
children, also what the children want themselves...that is, a calm,  relaxing space that's conducive to learning of all 
sorts...we're always thinking about how it  invites children to interact both with the environment and each other, so it's 
not static but an  evolving thing we're giving constant thought to...we also think about how it gives that sense  of home 
and belonging in inviting that interaction...for instance we know Tama really enjoys  taking the time for wee things like 
appreciating flowers and smelling them, that makes him  happy, so we always try and make sure we have some in vases 
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scattered throughout the  place...Tama and the other children see themselves and their work throughout the space as  
well which also lends that sense of we matter here, we're taken seriously here, the kindy is  about us...it's...a beautiful 
space and a real pleasure to teach and learn in...and we're really  proud of how it adds to our image of Tama and the 
other children as competent and able to  make a meaningful contribution to the things that matter to them (teacher 
interview,  15/8/2016) 
 
 The principle of environment as the third teacher was just as readily applied to the outdoor 
environment at Ataahua as well as that found at bush kindy. Great value was placed on aesthetics, 
thoughtfulness, provocation and organisation as well as how the environment might facilitate 
communication of many kinds (Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007; Thornton & Brunton, 2015). The 
attention and care the Ataahua community of practice gave to organising their outdoor space 
sparked Tama's creativity, imagination, exploration, discovery and sense of wonder (Claxton & 
Carr, 2004; Lee et al, 2013; Rinaldi, 2006).  
 
 Materials and resources, as for indoors, were similarly natural and non-prescriptive. The non-prescriptive 
nature of these allowed children to gain an understanding that there was no 'right' or 'wrong' way to play. This lessened 
Tama's anxiety about interpreting the intended function of things and further added to the sense of inclusion about the 
space (Fraser & Gestwicki, 2002; Gilman, 2007). The outdoor environment was one which allowed solitude if that was 
sought, but by and large it facilitated communication and social interaction amongst peers because of the unpredictable 
wonder that could be found there (Thornton & Brunton, 2015). This was particularly so for Tama, who appeared to 
experience a huge increase in his verbalised language whenever he was playing outside, particularly while at bush 
kindy, and this led to a greater degree of ease with which he was included in the conversations and interactions of the 
other children. Accordingly, Tama was supported by the community of practice as well as by the environment as a 
teacher and guide to actively contribute to, and participate in, the social engagement and learning that were on offer, as 
Pania recalled –  
 
 ...The outdoor environment here at kindy as well as at bush kindy is a space that invites  children's 
curiosity and wonderment, it's almost begging them to go explore and learn...it  certainly speaks to 
Tama in a way that really fires up his dispositional learning...there's no  right or wrong way to do 
things which enables Tama and the other children to gain that  perception of themselves as 
someone who's not afraid to give things a try because it's all  new learning...again it's an 
environment that's set up with the children in mind – What are  they interested in? How can we 
extend that learning in meaningful ways? What's been really  interesting for us with Tama is how 
his interactions with the outdoor environment have  allowed him to blossom in terms of his verbal 
language development, which has led to an  increasing ease with which he's been able to actively 
participate in what happens here, which  is just amazing... (teacher interview, 15/8/2016) 
 
 The sensory environment was considered as being equal in importance by the Ataahua community of practice 
when it came to ensuring Tama's comfort and active participation in what happened there (Gilman, 2007; Kluth, 2012; 
Recchia & Lee, 2012; Strong-Wilson & Ellis, 2007). The colours of the indoor environment were mostly of a natural 
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palette that did not overload Tama. Displays on the wall were deliberately kept muted and in the same neutral palette. 
Lighting was natural where possible through windows, and where not through the use of 'soft' artificial lights. Music 
was kept at a volume it was known Tama could cope with. Initially this had been very low, but with time and 
experience, Tama had demonstrated an increasing capability to deal with louder music and in fact increased noise from 
the other children (Claxton & Carr, 2004; Fielding, 2016; Vakil et al, 2003; Valle & Connor, 2011). The origin of any 
strong odour within the kindergarten environment was always attended to promptly as members of the community of 
practice knew that Tama had a very low tolerance to smells he found offensive. Tama loved to touch and be touched. 
When touching others, it would be gently and often came in the form of a pat on the head to indicate he was interested 
in another child. This was especially true of children with curly hair which Tama found fascinating. It was well known 
within the community of practice that this was but one of Tama's many communication tools, and was happily accepted 
by all (Edwards et al, 2011; Gunn et al, 2004; Nuttall, 2013; Purdue, 2009; Thornton & Brunton, 2015). However, when 
it came to touching Tama – particularly if one needed to gain his attention – you could not touch him lightly as he had a 
strong sensory dislike for this. Instead, members of the community of practice knew to 'communicate' with Tama using 
firm touch to elicit deep pressure. Tama found this relaxing and it made him more receptive to what was about to be 
communicated to him. Lou was appreciative of this forethought –  
 
 ...They have thought on a really deep level about how they can meet Tama's sensory needs,  it has 
just seemed to be a natural part of how they include him as a valued member of the  
community...they're constantly thinking about what might visually overstimulate him,  aurally 
overstimulate him, how his heightened sense of smell comes into things...and they  accommodate 
his liking for touch as a communication tool without labelling it as  strange...it's just it's no big 
deal, this is how he communicates...and so too does everyone  know Tama also likes to receive 
touch as well as give it, but in a particular way...they know  that, they work with that...overall they 
cater to his sensory needs very thoughtfully and  inclusively, because his needs as a learner matter 
just as much as the next child's... (parent  interview, 15/8/2016).  
 
 The concept of the environment as the third teacher proved to be an important theme in supporting Tama's 
active participation in, and contribution to, the things that happened at Ataahua. The impact the indoor, outdoor and 
sensory environments Tama experienced while at Ataahua as well as bush kindy had in provoking his curiosity, 
exploration and learning were all constantly considered as it was understood they contributed to Tama's sense of 




 The themes of learning identity, pedagogical approaches, mana tangata and mana whenua, and environment as 
the third teacher richly inform the elements of active participation – ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive – 
identified in the Huakina Mai framework and give a broader picture of how the Ataahua community of practice 
supported the active participation and thus inclusion and citizenship of Tama and his family. There are a number of 
parallels between the elements of active participation described in Huakina Mai that I have applied to the analysis of 
practice at Ataahua, and the themes I have identified that arose from those elements. Some have particularly strong 
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links, the relationship between ecological participation and learning identity for instance. However, I found there there 
were multiple connections between the elements and themes that meant that by and large, one element impacted each 
theme in different, fluid ways, and the same could be said of how the themes impacted the elements. Together, they 
gave a holistic understanding of what the realisation of active participation, inclusion and citizenship looked like for 
Tama and his family at Ataahua.  
 
Accordingly, my practical understanding of the different elements of active participation according to the Huakina Mai 
model has also been augmented. I think it is worthwhile here to revisit and revise the framework of children's 
participation in education that I produced in Chapter Two , so as to give a clear idea of what active participation looked 
like for Tama at Ataahua (see Table 2).  
 
Table 2 
Redefining the concept of active participation 
Pedagogic participation Ecological participation Equitable/ Inclusive participation 
All members of early childhood 
communities of practice enjoy 
responsive, reciprocal 
relationships with each other 
that value different ways of 
being, doing and knowing... 
All members of early childhood 
communities of practice are able 
to realise an image of themselves 
and each other as capable, 
competent, powerful learners and 
contributors to the world around 
them... 
All members of early childhood 
communities of practice are 
supported to have an equitable voice 
in decision making processes about 
the things that affect them there... 
...because inclusive education for all is upheld as a fundamental human right in these spaces 
 
 While the previous framework was useful and helped to make active participation readily understandable in the 
literature, the data analysis and dissemination process added greatly to how active participation can be conceptualised in 
practice. Relationships that valued alterity were a core theme for pedagogic participation, likewise realising a common 
image of all community members as capable, competent citizens with agency for ecological participation. Equitable and 
inclusive participation highlighted the importance of equity, voice and engagement in democratic decision making 
processes. Finally, the revised framework is underpinned by the notion that inclusive education for all is framed as a 







Chapter Five: Discussion 
 
 The research question underpinning this dissertation was “How can a kindergarten community of practice best 
support the active participation of a disabled child and their family?”. The findings demonstrate that this was achieved 
for Tama, Steve and Lou in a number of purposeful, equitable and inclusive ways.  A cornerstone of the community's 
practice was the image they held of Tama as a learner. This was the same as they held for all children; that is, multi-
lingual, a citizen with rights, a human being not human becoming, and capable, strong, and confident in his 
contribution, sense of belonging and multiple intelligences (Malaguzzi, 1994). This image was modelled daily by the 
teachers and became embedded in the values and practice of the kindergarten. The community recognised him as the 
expert on his own life, again as they did for all children, and trusted him to make the right decisions for his individual 
learning journey. Tama's parents were honoured as Tama's first teachers and the next best things to experts on Tama's 
life, and solid reciprocal relationships between home and kindergarten had been fostered in recognition of this. There 
was respect on all levels for Tama as a learner and for his ability to take a leadership role in the programme, including 
being able to awhi other children. Unhurried approaches and a pedagogy of listening were key elements of pedagogical 
practice, particularly when it came to interpreting Tama's non- verbal communication. Tama's ESW was supported to 
take a less involved approach that allowed Tama a greater degree of active participation in the programme. The teaching 
team recognised they needed to adapt the environment in order to make Tama as comfortable as possible, rather than 
making him fit the environment. This was in line with respect for who Tama was as a learner and citizen, rather than 
trying to make him into someone he wasn't. Tama was supported to have a say in the things that mattered to him, and 
meaningfully participate in democratic decision-making processes where his contribution was valued and he was able to 
further build on his sense of belonging as a result. Diversity and difference were expected, welcomed and honoured by 
the kindergarten community, who skilfully used Te Whāriki (Ministry of Education, 1996) as a lever for 
whanaungatanga, kotahitanga, maramatanga, mohiotanga, awhi, aroha and mana, all of which were visible lived aspects 
of the community's culture. Rights-based thinking was evident within practice and the programme. The important roles 
of indoor, outdoor and sensory environments as Tama's third teachers were recognised for their power to inspire and 
provoke his curiosity, exploration and learning as well as ensure his comfort. In doing so, Tama was able to gain a sense 
of himself as someone who was important to, and valued by, the community of practice. 
 
DSE theory in practice 
 
 The findings are very much in agreement with the literature with regard to how theories of equity and inclusion 
bound up in DSE underpinned practice at Ataahua. Tama's disability was not a defining feature of his personhood and 
humanity, nor was it regarded as a problem that needed to be fixed or cured. It was simply a diverse 'quirk' of Tama's 
impacting his social and communication skills that the Ataahua community were committed to learning about, working 
with and honouring, a quirk that was seen as being caused by, and finding meaning within, social, cultural and political 
bounds. Traditional power relationships and how these impacted Tama's sense of self as having the competence, agency 
and capacity to learn, as well as his active participation in the programme and realisation of citizenship, were carefully 
considered. The community rejected the notion of Tama as being 'special' on account of his disability as disrespectful, 
instead sought to value his alterity as a learner and what his diverse understandings of and perspectives on the world 
around him could offer the community of practice. Thinking along social justice lines that advocated for the 
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participation, learning, inclusion and citizenship of all learners was prominent, as was Tama's right to have equitable 




 The Ataahua community of practice did not consider Tama's participation there as being achieved by virtue of 
his enrolment and attendance. Nor did they think of his participation as being solely ecological in nature, in that they 
had discharged their responsibilities by supporting Tama and his family to engage in a variety of experiences they 
offered. They went further and ensured Tama and his family were able to actively participate in the programme and 
things that mattered to them at the kindergarten. This kind of participation is described as being ecological, pedagogic, 
equitable and inclusive, and in practice meant that Tama, Lou and Steve were engaged in decision making relating to 
daily matters and Ataahua's curriculum, programme, management and governance (Mackey & Lockie, 2012). It is in 
supporting the active participation of disabled children and their families that full inclusion as the literature describes it 
takes place. At Ataahua, this meant integrating democratic values in the culture, curriculum and learning found there. 
Tama was seen as an active co-constructor in his learning rather than a passive recipient of knowledge. Tama, Lou and 
Steve were able to have a meaningful say about the things that affected them there, gaining a tangible sense of 
belonging and community as a result. The people who worked, learned and were otherwise part of the Ataahua 
community of practice had a strong commitment to provide an equitable, inclusive education for Tama, and everyone 
had a role to play in facilitating this, especially and including, the other children. They also had an overarching sense of 
their supporting the active participation of Tama and his family as being an ethical, moral and political act grounded in 
fundamental human rights.  
 
Inclusive early childhood communities of practice 
 
 The literature outlined an inclusive early childhood community of practice as arising when children, families 
and teachers can have membership of, actively participate in and practice citizenship within a particular early childhood 
setting. According to my findings, Ataahua can therefore be considered an inclusive early childhood community of 
practice. The community shared three characteristics vital to meeting this definition. There was a shared purpose and 
identity that members came together for. The purpose was seen as the active participation and inclusive education of all 
members, and the identity as being proponents of, and a space for, facilitating such action. There was a strong sense of 
community and democratic engagement for all in the life and culture of Ataahua. No member was positioned as being 
more or less important than another, and all members were supported to meaningfully contribute to that life and culture, 
as it was recognised that that level of engagement was what made Ataahua Ataahua. Finally, the relationships-based 
practice with which Ataahua community members shared ideas, knowledge and experiences enabled them to learn, 
grow and develop as practitioners of democracy and engage in the democratic fellowship that resulted. This was not 
something that happened by chance. The sense of whanaungatanga, kotahitanga and mohiotanga was purposefully 
fostered and engaged with on a daily basis to form the pumanawatanga or pulse of the setting (Macfarlane, 2004). 
 




 There were a number of advantages to having taken an ethnographic approach to this study. These included my 
involvement as participant observer. The interviews I conducted alongside observations as data sources were highly 
beneficial in gaining a clear picture of how the community of practice supported Tama's active participation and that of 
his family. An ethnographic approach also allowed me to not just observe but also to gain a degree of understanding of 
the lives and experiences of participants within the setting. This was in who they were as citizens and social actors, and 
why and how they thought about and did the things that facilitated the active participation of Tama and his family. 
Finally, there is added assurance that the research is ecologically sound in that the entire community of practice was 
involved to some degree and therefore rightly felt, and feel, a sense of ownership of the project. 
 
The limitations of this research project 
 
 However, so too were there some disadvantages to having taken an ethnographic approach. The time and 
energy requirement to immerse myself in Ataahua's culture in order to properly honour the trust placed in me to tell 
their story well was immense. I feel it would have been beneficial to have spent more time doing data collection as a 
participant observer so as to give a more in depth depiction of that story. Other time commitments and the parameters 
of a research dissertation versus a thesis meant this was not possible. An ethnographic researcher's role as participant 
observer in the setting sometimes means that other participants want to present themselves and their culture, community 
or setting in a good light, and they may alter their behaviours, attitudes and ways of doing things accordingly. This 
might have been said of Ataahua, especially as I had selected the kindergarten as my case study setting on account of its 
reputation as being highly inclusive of disabled children and their families. However, I very much got the sense as I 
melded into the setting as 'part of the furniture' that the people within the setting were not putting on a show. What I 
observed was everyday, genuine practice. 
 
What this research project offers 
 
 My dissertation offers a unique perspective on how early childhood communities of practice can support the 
active participation of disabled children and their families. This is in how it critically examines the active participation 
of Tama and his family as being ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive in nature. This is a relatively new 
definition of active participation, and my search of the literature suggests it has not been applied before in research, 
particularly to early childhood education. This therefore constitutes contribution of original knowledge to the field.  
 
Where to from here? 
 
 There are a number of questions that arose for me from completing this dissertation that I suggest are worthy of 
further consideration in future research pathways. I plan to examine the politics of inclusive ECE in New Zealand, 
particularly with view to rights-based thinking and the realisation and practice of active participation and citizenship for 
all learners and their families, for my upcoming PhD thesis. A major area that I hope other researchers will see value in 
and investigate is the application of the DSE theoretical framework and related concepts to ECE settings and thinking, 
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as conducting the literature review revealed that there is a complete dearth of literature on this matter. Others include 
the concept of early childhood communities of practice. Similarly, the literature review revealed application of 
communities of practice theory to primary and secondary settings, but none that I could find that specifically addressed 
early childhood settings. Finally, I think conducting further research into consideration of the sensory environment as a 
third teacher for learners on the autism spectrum in ECE would be of merit. Much of the research I found as I conducted 
the literature review on environment as the third teacher discusses indoor and outdoor environments. However, none 
discussed the sensory environment in terms of how it may impact the ability of learners on the autism spectrum to 
actively participate in the culture, curriculum and community of an inclusive early childhood setting. I know as the 
parent of an autistic child that sensory sensitivities play a huge role in how active participation can be either supported 
or constrained by how the sensory environment 'speaks' to these learners. With greater numbers than ever of children 





 This dissertation has shown how early childhood settings can support the active participation of disabled 
children and their families. Active participation was defined not as simply enrolling in or attending an early childhood 
setting, but as being ecological, pedagogic, equitable and inclusive in nature and allowing the realisation and practice of 
citizenship . This begs the questions  – why, then,  are all early childhood settings in Aotearoa New Zealand not like 
this? While the social, cultural and political barriers that so often prevent disabled children and their families from 
enrolling in and attending early childhood settings, let alone actively participating within them, can be immense, I have 
demonstrated how these were overcome by members of the Ataahua community – children, teachers and families – all 
being 'on the same page' with regard to how they approached thinking about the right of Tama and his family to actively 
participate in the culture, curriculum and learning found within the space. These were approaches underpinned by 
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[Reference number: 16/095] 
 




Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
 
Kia ora (name) 
 
I would like to conduct a research project at (name) Kindergarten, which is part of your association. 
The aim of the research is to look at how a community of learners (that is, teachers, children and 
parents/families) supports the active participation of a child with a disability and their family in an 
inclusive early childhood setting. The research is part of meeting the requirements for my Master of 
Education degree at the University of Otago. 
 
I have identified (name) Kindergarten as being a likely site in which I would like to conduct my 
research, as I have previously observed the various ways in which the teachers and the rest of the 
kindergarten community support the active participation of children with disabilities and their 
families in their programme through having taught there in a relief capacity. The project would 
involve me spending 4 weeks at the kindergarten undertaking observations of the day to day 
activities with particular attention being given to the experiences of one disabled child. Toward the 
end of that time I would interview the team of teachers about their practices for inclusion and the 
family about their child’s experiences. 
 
Participation of all involved is voluntary and the kindergarten is free to withdraw at anytime. The 
data and information collected will be securely stored in such a way that only my supervisor and me 
would have access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years 
in secure storage in the office of my research supervisor, Dr Michael Gaffney, at the University of 
Otago College of Education campus in Dunedin. Any personal information held on the 
participants may be destroyed at the completion of the research even though the data derived from 
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the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
The results of this project may be published in academic journals but every attempt will be made to 
preserve the anonymity of participants and the kindergarten.  
 
I am very happy to make a presentation to the kindergarten community about my research findings 
once I have completed the project and I am also open to doing the same for (the organisation) at a 
mutually agreeable time and place, should you desire this.  
 
If you have any questions, either now or in the future, please feel free to contact either myself via  
return e-mail, or my research supervisor, Dr Michael Gaffney, at michael.gaffney@otago.ac.nz. 
 
Looking forward to hearing from you soon. 
 
Ngā mihi mahana 
 
Kate McAnelly (student researcher) Dr Michael Gaffney (supervisor) 
University of Otago College of Education University of Otago College of Education 
                                                                    
                                                                  Phone – (03) 479 4214 
Email – kate.mcanelly@postgrad.otago.ac.nz               E-mail – michael.gaffney@otago.ac.nz 
 
 



















Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
 
Information sheet for case study child 
Dear (child's name) 
Kia ora, my name is Kate (small photo of me). I am a kindy teacher, just like the teachers at your kindy. 
But I am studying at university to help me learn more about how everyone at your kindy (the teachers, 
children, parents and families) helps you and your parents to be a part of kindy. I would like to watch 
your play, and other children’s, at your kindy. I have asked your parents and they are happy for me to 
watch your play. But I will only do it if you are happy with it too. I am going to do lots of writing at 
kindy (photo of me writing), but if you like I can also play with you and your friends. We might talk 
about what you have been doing at kindy, and how you think everyone else at kindy helps you and your 
parents. I would also like to be able to take photos of what you do at kindy. 
I am going to write a book about all the things I am going to see and find out at kindy (photo of me at 
the computer). It might even have photos of you and your friends playing in it. But you don’t need to 
worry, because I am going to change your name in the book, so nobody will know it is you I am writing 
about except your teachers and your family. We can talk about which photos are used, if any. If you 
want to, I can come back to kindy once I've finished doing my writing to tell everyone at kindy about 
what I found out. 
I will only do all this if you're happy with it. You can say 'no' or 'not now' if you don't like it anymore. 
If you're happy for me to do all this writing about you, please write your name on the next page and 
maybe you can draw me a picture about you, you and your friends or family, kindy, or anything you like. 
Thanks for helping me with my learning. 
Kate :) 





[Reference Number: as allocated upon approval by the Human Ethics Committee]  [Date] 
 
 
Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
Assent form for case study child 
 
I have been told about this project and understand what it is about. All my questions have 
been answered in a way that makes sense. 
I know that: 
1. I get to choose if I take part, which means that I do not have to if I don’t want to and 
nothing will happen to me. I can also stop taking part at any time and don’t have to give 
a reason. 
2. Anytime I want to stop for a while, that’s okay.  
3. Kate might take photos of me at kindy playing with my friends and having fun, but the 
photos will be deleted after the study has ended. 
4. If I don’t want to answer any of Kate’s questions, that’s fine. 
5. If I have any worries or if I have any other questions, then I can talk about these 
with Kate. 
6. The paper and computer file with my answers will only be seen by Kate and the people 
she is working with. They will keep whatever I say private. 
7. Kate will write up the results from this study for her university work. The results may 
also be written up in books for others to read and talked about at conferences. My 
name will not be on anything Kate writes up about this study. 
 







............................................. .............................................   …........................................... 
       Signed   Date                                    Time 
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Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR 
Parents of case study child 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read the following before deciding whether or not to 
participate. If you decide to participate, we thank you. If you decide not to take part, there will be no disadvantage to 
you of any kind and we thank you for considering our request. 
 
What is the aim of the project? 
The aim of this project is to look at how a community of learners (that is, teachers, children and parents/families) 
supports the active participation of a child with a disability and their family in an inclusive early childhood setting. This 
is part of the requirements for my Master of Education degree at the University of Otago. 
 
What type of participants are being sought? 
The kindergarten has been chosen for this project as they have been identified as demonstrating many effective 
practices with respect to this topic. The kindergarten teachers have suggested that you might be interested in 
participating in my research. The criterion for inclusion is that you are the parents of a child with a disability attending 
the kindergarten. 
 
What will participants be asked to do? 
Should you agree for you and your child to take part in this project, I will spend time observing their day-to-day 
activities in the kindergarten during the period from Monday 25th July to Friday 19th August. This will also include 
taking notes and, if you are in agreement, photos of your child. You will also be asked to participate in an audio-
recorded formal interview towards the end of this time. This would happen at a time and place that is mutually 
convenient for us both. I envisage this lasting for approximately 30 minutes. During this interview, you will be asked 
about the different ways in which you feel the kindergarten community supports you (and your child) to actively 
participate in the kindergarten programme. I would also like to copy your child’s profile book and take photos when 
your child is playing. 
 
Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without disadvantage to your child or yourself of 
any kind, or ask for data to be removed from the study that has already been collected. You and your child would also 




What data or information will be collected, and what use will be made of it? 
The data and information collected will be securely stored in such a way that only my supervisor and I will be able to 
gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years in secure storage in the 
office of my research supervisor, Dr Michael Gaffney, at the University of Otago College of Education campus in 
Dunedin. Any personal information held on the participants may be destroyed at the completion of the research even 
though the data derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
This project involves an open questioning technique for interviews. The general line of questioning will focus on the 
different ways in which you (and your child) are supported to actively participate in the programme by the kindergarten 
community. The precise nature of the questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will 
depend on the way in which the interview develops. Consequently, although the University of Otago Human Ethics 
Committee is aware of the general areas to be explored in the interview, the Committee has not been able to review the 
precise questions to be used. 
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or uncomfortable, you are 
reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular question/s and also that you may withdraw from the project at 
any stage without disadvantage to yourself of any kind. If it turns out that you have some negative comments about the 
teaching team or the kindergarten then I will negotiate with you as to which of those, if any, get used in any 
publications. 
 
The results of this project may be published but every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity for external 
audiences.  I am very happy to make a presentation to you and the kindergarten community about my research findings 
once I have completed the project. 
 
What if Participants have any Questions? 
If you have any questions about my project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either -  
Kate McAnelly (student researcher) Dr Michael Gaffney (supervisor) 
University of Otago College of Education University of Otago College of Education 
   
Email – marka766@student.otago.ac.nz E-mail – michael.gaffney@otago.ac.nz 
 















[Reference Number: as allocated upon approval by the Human Ethics Committee]  [Date] 
 
 
Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
CONSENT  FORM  FOR 
Parents of case study child 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All my questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to request further information at any stage. 
I know that -  
1. The participation of our child and our family in the project is entirely voluntary; 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage;  
3. I will be asked to approve any photos for publication that might identify my child; 
4. I give permission for my child’s profile book to be copied and that copy to be used as data. 
5. Any photographic images or audio recordings will be destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw 
data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure storage for five years, and then 
destroyed; I will be asked for permission for particular photos of my child to be used for the research. 
6. This project involves an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning includes the different 
ways you feel the kindergarten community supports you (and your child) to actively participate in the 
kindergarten programme.   The precise  nature  of  the  questions  which  will  be  asked  have  not  been 
determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops. In the event that the line 
of questioning develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may decline to answer any 
particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of any kind. 
7. The results of the project may be published but every attempt will be  made  to  preserve  my  anonymity.  
I agree to my child and our family taking part in this project. 
 
................................................................ .................................................. …................... ...... 
       (Signature of parent/guardian)  Name            (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 













Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
 
INFORMATION  SHEET  FOR 
Kindergarten teachers 
 
Thank you for showing an interest in this project. Please read this information sheet carefully before deciding whether 
or not to participate. If you decide to participate, we thank you. If you decide not to take part, there will be no 
disadvantage to you of any kind and we thank you for considering our request. 
 
What is the aim of the project? 
The aim of this project is to look at how a community of learners (that is, teachers, children and parents/families) 
supports the active participation of a child with a disability and their family in an inclusive early childhood setting. The 
project is being completed as part of the requirements for my Master of Education degree at the University of Otago. 
 
What type of participants are being sought? 
I have identified your kindergarten as the setting in which I would like to conduct my research, as I have observed the 
various ways in which you as teachers and the rest of the kindergarten community support the active participation of 
children with disabilities and their families in your programme. The specific participants in the kindergarten will be all 
the teaching staff and a child with a disability and their parent/s. 
 
What will participants be asked to do? 
Should you all agree to take part in this project there will be two main aspects to your participation. The first is to allow 
me to spend a month in your kindergarten during the period from Monday 25th July to Friday 19th August. In that time 
I would be observing your practice, in relation to one child with a disability, and then taking notes and photos as data. In 
the second part of the research you will be asked to participate in one formal teaching team interview towards the end of 
the time I am visiting, at a time that is mutually convenient for us all. I envisage this lasting for approximately 30 
minutes. During this interview, you will be asked about the different ways in which you feel you as teachers support the 
selected child with a disability and their parents to actively participate in the kindergarten programme, and to comment 





Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 
You may withdraw from participation in the project at any time and without disadvantage to yourself of any kind. You 
may also choose to ask me to stop observing for periods of time for whatever reason. 
 
What data or information will be collected, and what use will be made of it? 
The data and information collected will be securely stored in such a way that only those mentioned below will be able 
to gain access to it. Data obtained as a result of the research will be retained for at least 5 years in secure storage in the 
office of my research supervisor, Dr Michael Gaffney, at the University of Otago College of Education campus in 
Dunedin. Any personal information held on the participants may be destroyed at the completion of the research even 
though the data derived from the research will, in most cases, be kept for much longer or possibly indefinitely. 
 
This project involves an open questioning technique for interviews. The general line of questioning will focus on the 
different ways in which you support the selected child with a disability and their parents to actively participate in the 
programme, and the roles you see others in the kindergarten community playing in ensuring the same. The precise 
nature of the questions which will be asked have not been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which 
the interview develops. Consequently, although the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee is aware of the 
general areas to be explored in the interview, the Committee has not been able to review the precise questions to be 
used. 
 
In the event that the line of questioning does develop in such a way that you feel hesitant or uncomfortable, you are 
reminded of your right to decline to answer any particular question/s and also that you may withdraw from the project at 
any stage without disadvantage to yourself of any kind. 
 
The results of this project may be published but every attempt will be made to preserve your anonymity. I am very 
happy to make a presentation to you and the kindergarten community about my research findings once I have completed 
the project. 
 
What if participants have any questions? 
If you have any questions about my project, either now or in the future, please feel free to 
contact either -  
 
Kate McAnelly (student researcher) Dr Michael Gaffney (supervisor) 
University of Otago College of Education University of Otago College of Education 
Email – marka766@student.otago.ac.nz E-mail – michael.gaffney@otago.ac.nz 
 









[Reference Number: as allocated upon approval by the Human Ethics Committee]  [Date] 
 
 
Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
CONSENT  FORM  FOR 
Kindergarten teachers 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All my questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to request further information at any stage. 
I know that -  
1. My participation in the project is entirely voluntary; 
2. I am free to withdraw from the project at any time without any disadvantage; 
3. I will be asked to approve any photos for publication that might identify me; 
4. Any photographic images or audio recordings will be destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw 
data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure storage for five years, and then 
destroyed; 
5. This project includes interviewing with an open-questioning technique. The general line of questioning 
includes the different ways in which you feel you as teachers support the selected child with a disability and 
their parents to actively participate in the kindergarten programme, and to comment on the roles everyone else 
in the kindergarten community plays in ensuring the same. The precise nature of  the  questions  which  will  
be  asked  have  not  been determined in advance, but will depend on the way in which the interview develops. 
In the event that the line of questioning develops in such a way that I feel hesitant or uncomfortable I may 
decline to answer any particular question(s) and/or may withdraw from the project without any disadvantage of 
any kind. 
6. The results of the project may be published but every attempt will be  made  to  preserve  my  anonymity.  
 
I agree to take part in this project. 
 
..................................................... .......................................... ............................... 















Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active 
participation of a child with a disability and their family? 
 
INFORMATION SHEET FOR   




Dear parents/guardians  
 
Kia ora. My name is Kate McAnelly. I'm an early childhood teacher based in Invercargill and I am 
currently studying by distance through the University of Otago College of Education's main campus 
in Dunedin towards my Master of Education degree. Part of the requirements for this degree is to 
undertake a research project. 
 
What is the aim of the project? What will participants be asked to do? 
With the agreement of the teachers I will spend a month at your kindergarten from Monday 25th 
July to Friday 19th August to look at how they support the active participation of a child with a 
disability and their family. While your child has not been included as a case-study child, there is a 
possibility that your child may be included in observation notes or photographs of play with the 
case study child, since children rarely play in isolation from each other.  
 
What data or information will be collected, and what use will be made of it? 
In such an event, and since the data will be published, the same conditions apply to your child’s 
privacy as to all other participants.  
The nature of the research being conducted (using an ethnographic case study method) means that 
participants within studies are often able to identify one another. Therefore, while every attempt 
will be made to preserve your child's anonymity, in this context it is likely that your child could be 
recognised by others in the study. 
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Only my supervisor  and I will have access to the data generated and your child’s name will be 
replaced with a pseudonym. However, there is a chance that photographs could reveal your child’s 
identity. I would seek your approval for any photos that identify your son/daughter which I then 
want to use as data, presentations or academic publications. 
 
All data from this project will be securely stored in such a way that only I will be able to gain 
access to it.  At the end of the project any personal information will be destroyed immediately 
except that, as required by the University's research policy, any raw data on which the results of the 
project depend will be retained in secure storage for five years with my supervisor, after which it 
will be destroyed.  
 
Can participants change their mind and withdraw from the project? 
If you are happy for your child to be indirectly involved in this study through being included in 
observations and photographs with the case study child, please sign the consent form attached to 
this notice and pass it back to the researcher or a teacher. However, there is no disadvantage for you 
or your child in not wanting to be included in this study and you may withdraw your child from this 
study at any time.  
 
If you have any questions about our project, either now or in the future, please feel free to contact 
either:- 
Kate McAnelly (student researcher) Dr Michael Gaffney (supervisor) 
University of Otago College of Education University of Otago College of Education 
 Phone – (03) 479 4214 
Email – marka766@student.otago.ac.nz E-mail – michael.gaffney@otago.ac.nz 
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you have 
any concerns about the ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the 
Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph +643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any 














Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
CONSENT  FORM  FOR 
Parents of non case study children 
I have read the Information Sheet concerning this project and understand what it is about.  All my questions have been 
answered to my satisfaction.  I understand that I am free to request further information at any stage. 
I know that -  
1. My child will be indirectly involved in the study through being included in observations and photographs 
alongside the case study child; 
2. The participation of my child in the project is entirely voluntary; 
3. I am free to withdraw my child from the project at any time without any disadvantage;  
4. I will be asked to approve any photos for publication that might identify my child; 
5. Any photographic images or audio recordings will be destroyed at the conclusion of the project but any raw 
data on which the results of the project depend will be retained in secure storage for five years, and then 
destroyed; I will be asked for permission for particular photos of my child to be used for the purposes of this 
research project or wider publication. 
6. The nature of the research being conducted (using an ethnographic case study method) means that participants 
within studies are often able to identify one other. Therefore, while every attempt will be made to preserve my 
child's anonymity in this context, it cannot be absolutely guaranteed. 
7. The results of the project may be published but every attempt will be  made to preserve  my child's anonymity 
to a wider audience.  
I agree to my child indirectly taking part in this project. 
 
................................................................ .................................................. …........................ 
       (Signature of parent/guardian)  Name    (Date) 
 
............................................................................. 
       (Name of child) 
 
This study has been approved by the University of Otago Human Ethics Committee. If you have any concerns about the 
ethical conduct of the research you may contact the Committee through the Human Ethics Committee Administrator (ph 
+643 479 8256 or email gary.witte@otago.ac.nz). Any issues you raise will betreated in confidence and investigated 










Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 
a child with a disability and their family? 
 
Photo Release Form  
 
Date photo was taken ___/___/2016  











I understand that this photo will be used in: (please tick as many as you like)  
□ final dissertation report   
□ presentations   
□ publications  
It will be used for the purposes of this research only and I agree that it can be included in the way that I have chosen.  
................................................. ...........................................  ............................... 
(Signature of parent/guardian)  Name    (Date) 
................................................. ...........................................  ............................... 
 (Signature of child)   Name    (Date) 
Other identifiable people: 
................................................. ...........................................  ............................... 
(Signature of teacher)  Name    (Date) 
................................................. ...........................................  ............................... 
(Signature of parent/guardian)  Name    (Date) 
................................................. ...........................................  ............................... 









Achieving citizenship for all: How do people in a kindergarten support the active participation of 




Questions for parents 
 
1. Tell me about your child and their disability.  
2. What do you recall about the time when your child started kindy? 
3. In what ways do you feel the other members of the kindergarten community have supported you and your 
child? 
4. What have the teaching team done to involve you and your child in the day to day activities of the 
kindergarten? 
5. What does you child enjoy most about being at kindergarten? 
 
Questions for teaching team 
 
1. How would you describe (case study child) as a learner and citizen? 
2. What have you done to make sure that the case study child, and their family, is included in the day-to-day 
activities of the kindergarten? 
3. How does this approach fit within the overall philosophy of the kindergarten. 
4. What are the challenges in facilitating the active participation of (case study child and their parent/s and/or 
caregiver/s) in the everyday programme, if there are any? 
5. Who else do you rely on for support in this work with the case study child (e.g. specialist professionals)? 
 
